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Jean Iversen 
‘has sleek mahogany hair and sparkling green eyes. 
Her talent and skill as a top-notch architect land 
her a job as head of a major Houston building 
project. And her dazzling smile attracts . . . 


Joe Devereaux | 
the dark, lusty Cajun, battling with underworld 
figures who threaten to destroy his business. Now 
he also has love to fight for, and struggles to keep 
Jean away from... 


Andrew Bartel 
the dynamic millionaire who is determined to 
dress Jean in sables and make her his Houston 
mistress. But under his smooth exterior, he is 
hiding his own terrible secret. ... 
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Part One 





HOUSTON 
1969-1970 


Chapter One 


The white streak came in from the west, slowing as it passed 
over Austin’s mellow hill country which soon flattened into 
rolling oak lands, with rice paddies to the south and sorghum 
fields to the north of Interstate 10. Oil wells, discernible in 
all directions, syphoned energy from the salt prairie like 
giant mosquitos. The Lear-jet descended as if to reconnoiter 
when it moved past Spring Branch. The windows of the new 
Houston Oaks Hotel reflected a thousand suns, and the dome 
of the Galleria glinted in the bright afternoon as the plane 
crossed loop 610 and the emerald greens of Memorial Park. Its 
shadow played follow-me with Buffalo Bayou and brought 
raised brows from River Oaks golfers, before it waggled a 
salute to Bayou Bend. 
- Up. again, soaring past skyscrapers and past freeway con- 
struction on “59” which would help eliminate Houston’s 
north-south downtown bottleneck—at least for a few years, 
until the booming forever-young giant outgrew the capacities 
of its own arteries, as it had consistently since its earliest 
days. Then the engineering counterparts of De Bakey and 
Cooley would simply perform open-heart surgery again, and 
the young Titan would bound up to grow even larger. 
Southeast of downtown Houston the plane circled an area 
near two universities. One section known as Riverside was a 
neighborhood that had been founded on exclusion; now it 
lay excluded between forces of polarization, and its large 
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houses carried signs, “This is my home, it is not for sale”; 
while neighboring yards held heaps of defiant ignorance in 
the forms of old cars and discarded bedsteads on once lavish 
lawns. This was the southern edge of black Houston’s battle 
for equality. The seething center of the war was Texas 
Southern .University of Houston, where students met in 
groups and discussed the relevance of Watts and Detroit to 
their cause, and what action was needed to halt the Man’s 
arrogant approach to urban renewal. A caldron was simmer- 
ing, but no one was really paying attention. 

The Lear came low over the Gulf Freeway in its final 
approach to Hobby Airport. One driver on whom its shadow 
fell frowned, but by the time Joe Devereaux had moved 
from the high speed lane and curved north to make the 
tedious connection onto US 59, his scowl had faded. The 
Riviera zipped through the traffic headed home and toward 
his first chance in years to do a little hunting. Deer season 
would open early and it was ‘tthe one time of year a man 
could think about himself. 

Another whose thoughts ‘centered on the woodlands was a 
woman about to board a flight to East Texas. Her pensive 
mood shaded to curiosity as she paused in the glassed cor- 
ridor and watched the private Lear jet sweep in and take 
its runway. There was a brief twinge of something—envy? 
Also a prickly thought that she couldn’t afford this plane 
ticket. As quickly as it came, the feeling disappeared in a 
smile. Shame on you, Jean Iversen. Self-pity! Besides, you're 
not quite out of a job—not till Monday morning, anyway. 
She reached for some colorful brochures to take home to the 
kids. 

When she had settled in her seat, she leaned forward to 
look again at the sleek private jet as it came to a halt across 
the airfield. Before her plane turned to taxi there was a 
glimpse of a tall man who deplaned, with briefcase swinging, 
and got into a white Cadillac parked alongside. 

Andrew Bartel, waiting for his luggage to be placed in the 
Cadillac, took a slender cigar and lit it. Then he watched the 
silver prop job taxi out to take off. It was a careful examina- 
tion, for he had more than a casual interest. Like most of the 
things he took time really to look over, Bartel either owned 
a chunk of it or planned to soon. The DC 3 moved onto its 
runway and passed the white El Dorado. Its motors caused a 
breeze that ruffied his hair and brought on an irritated frown. 
He pressed a button and the car window snapped shut. 
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Bartel had not been brought to Houston by nostalgia 
though he’d had the jet circle the area to see the never- 
ending growth from the sky. Now, he concentrated on his 
reason for returning—the possibility of collapse for Bartel 
Construction Company’s biggest project. Still, he was aware 
of traffic as the El Dorado entered the freeway flow, and 
recorded the fact that it was heavier every time he came back. 
His ego lifted at the view of Houston’s skyline crowned with 
Bartel Tower’s sixty stories. Last time in, the building had 
been a skeleton. Now its glass walls glistened in the sun, 
and it was only a few months away from completion. Already 
the lower half was full of tenants as well as several floors of 
Bartel offices, which would move up to the top when all was 
finished. Ironically, the skyscraper would register in the 
thoughts of people as a monument to Andrew’s uncle, though 
it was Andrew who had initiated its building. What did it 
matter—there were only two Bartels in the world, for all 
practical purposes. And he would live longer. He adjusted 
the air conditioner vent toward himself. 

It was dry and ninety degrees in the midday sun of this 
last October day in 1969. On this final hallowed evening of a 
tumultuous decade many ghosts stirred. A war lay dying, a 
frontier had closed, a somber veil settled over the crumpled 
banners of the Sixties Child—that reincarnate thing whose 
cry of hope, love, equality, brotherhood, recurs throughout 
the centuries. Like Halley’s comet it emblazons the horizon 
for a while, then disappears. 

Though it lay beneath the rubble of a thousand dreams, 
the shade of its spirit passed the lamp; but in that quirk of 
time when three lives crossed,.the oil spilled, anointing three 
—and Sixties’ ghosts gathered around. 

Back in East Texas, this Halloween Friday had begun in a 
tumbling early morning rush; and the fleeing darkness left 
a huge shadow surmounting a wooded hill. Quietly the first 
beams of dawn flowed over it and powdery. frost settled in 
patterns on the lawn. The house glistened in the growing 
light. 

Smoke drifted upward from the kitchen chimney, and in- 
side, two little boys huddled near the hearth, their sleepy 
eyes not yet adjusted to the familiar sight of oatmeal steam 
beckoning as it bubbled on the stove. The smell of bacon 
and cocoa and muffins worked its way downward and 
churned the little motors forward to the table where they 
waited eagerly for Neva to bring breakfast. 
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The tall spare woman heaped two bowls with the hot 
cereal and brought them to the table, watching carefully the 
amount of brown sugar the children sprinkled. . 

“J have a surprise for you two.” 

“What?” The quick identical heads turned toward her. 

“Mummy called last night and she will be home today 
early! I'll pick her up at- the airport around two this after- 
noon.” ' 

“Oh boy!” 

“No school!” 

“And who says, young man?” 

“But Mommy’s coming home!” 

‘yeah! Neva, we haven't seen her in a week! Can’t we 
stay home?” 

Neva looked’ uncertain—it wasn’t as though kindergarten 
were actual school, but then precedents were the considera- 
tion. 

“When you get home at three she'll most likely be here.” 

“Neva!” 

“C'mon!” 

“No. You will go to school.” 

“Oh, all right.” 

“Hurry and eat now. The bus will be here soon—it’s 
seven-fifteen.” 

“Neva? How come Mommy gets to come home early?” 

“She has to prepare for a big job Monday.” 

“J don’t like it since Mother started staying in Houston all 
week.” 

“Me neither! I liked it better when she came home every 
night.” 

“Well, pet, her work got too involved and Houston is a 
long, long way.” 

“As far as England?” 

She smiled. “Nothing is so far away as dear old England 

“Tell us about the king again. How he put a rope around 
your daddy’s neck.” 

“Frederick! It was not a rope! Heavens! You've been 
watching too many westerns. It was the Order of Meri at 

“That’s right. I forgot.” 

“Pl] bet you did! It would have been much more exciting 
had it been a rope, eh, Freddie?” 

“Bus just went down! Itli be back in shortly order!” 

“All right, Karl. You two go up and brush your teeth. 
Quickly!” 
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“I just remembered, Fred! It’s Hallerweevn!” He began to 
dance about the kitchen. 

“Oh boy! Neva! Did you finish my bear costume?” Her 
apron came undone at his tugging. 

“Yes, I did.” 

“Let me see!” 

“Yeah! And I wanta see my ghost—whooo!” He began to 
haunt the kitchen. 

“Too late, little beasties! The bus is upon us. When you 
come home—just think! Mummy will be here and tonight 
she'll take you trick-or-treating!” 

“Yaaay!” The shrieks were in horrendous harmony as they 
galloped up the stairs and the same when they bounded back 
down again with jackets half on. 

When they were gone, the house settled to silence. The 
coffee tasted good. Neva sighed and stacked the empty break- 
fast dishes. The phone rang and she reached a long arm and 
took it from the wall cradle. 

“Haloo.” 

“Good morning, Neva. Have you got the twin tornadoes 
off yet?” 

_ “Oh, my, yes. It becomes more of a task each day. I sup- 
pose if I awakened them at five a.m. they would still dawdle.” 

“They would for a fact. I remember those days. Why don’t 
you drive on over here to the house and have a cup of coffee 
with me?” 

“Actually, I’d love to, but Jean is coming in and I’d like to 
get the weekend baking out of the way. I’ve some bread and 
a Halloween cake to do. But why don’t you come over here, 
Mary? Is Clayton still out of town?” 

“Yes. He should be back sometime tomorrow. I'll know 
for sure when he calls tonight. But my son Joe’s coming 
home!” 

“How grand! And how is he these days?” 

“I hope he’s the same old Joe. I’m climbing the walls 
waiting for two of my men to get here!” 

“Well then, there’s nothing to prevent your popping over.” 

“You know, you’re right? I have a couple of irons in the 
fire here, but I'll be there in, say, an hour?” 

“Super. Pll have the kettle on.” 

By the time Mary Devereaux was ushered into the kitchen 
the kettle was already heating on a cooktop embedded in 
brick, and fragrant aromas filled the room, from the oven. 

Mary sighed with contentment. “Neva, this is the only 
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place I love as much as my own home! It smells so good, 
too!” 

“It’s the muffins. I’ve kept a few warm for us. I have an 
applesauce cake in the other oven.” 

They sat down at the round table, where the English china 
was already set and waiting. They listened for the kettle— 
both contented souls who had found some of life’s answers 
and gracefully accepted the rest. 

“Well, is Jean still waiting to hear from that outfit in 
Houston? Or has she about give up on that?” 

“Bless her heart, she’s still hoping. And I have a feeling 
she’ll hear good news. I really do.” 

“J should be ashamed, but I was kind of hoping that 
wouldn’t work out. I don’t want to see you all move.” 

Neva smiled. “You've no idea how much I'll miss you, 
too. But Jean needs this job. And she can do it.” 

“Well, she certainly is a good architect. She just listened 
to my description and put up the house I’d always wanted.” 
Mary laughed suddenly. “When I wrote Joe and told him a 
woman was going to design our house he like to have 
croaked. We got the funniest letter from him about if—said 
that he did hope she would make the ruffies on his curtains 
dainty and pink—all that sort of thing. When he saw it, well, 
he was surprised. He loves his rooms up there.” 

“A shame those two have never met.” 

“About the time the house was being built Joe was, in 
Vietnam, and then Jean’s husband got killed; and . . . yes, 
it is too bad, isn’t it?” 

Eventually the two women walked outside and silently 
picked the faded blooms in the flower beds. 

“Neva? What do you think of getting our problem chil- 
dren together?” 

“T doubt Jean would go, Mary. Karl’s been dead two years, 
and she won’t go out—hasn’t more than twice in all that 
time.” 

“Loring Wells at the bank is in love with her, from what 
I’ve heard. At least there’s talk to that effect.” 

“He’s helped her out so much that I think she hesitates 
to go with him for fear he’ll want payment.” 

“Payment! Is that what they're callin’ it these days!” 
They laughed. 

“Marrying a banker would be handy, I can tell you. She 
runs herself ragged. There’s just not a whole lot of demand 
in these parts for lady architects, and her job in Houston 
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is taking up more and more of her time. It pays good, but 
then Karl left us with some staggering responsibilities. He 
was underinsured, you know.” 

“This house isn’t, paid for?’ Mary looked back at the 
large rambling home. 

“Afraid not. And then, of course, there’s a possibility that 
the job she’s doing now will come to a halt very soon.” 

“Listen, now. I really think Joe and her would be good 
for each other. What do you think?” ; 

“They'd be a pretty pair, wouldn’t they? Joe’s a hand- 
some lad, no doubt about that.” 

“And he’ll be home for the first time in six months! I’m 
going to try and get him to stay awhile. Jean would be the 
one to do that if anyone could.” : 

“But how do you propose we work it, without their know- 
ing we’re behind it?” 

“Probably couldn’t, but we could at least slip up on them. 
Once Joe sees her there won’t be a problem.” 

“Jean’s another matter. But if he couldn’t get her out of 
her shell no one could.” 

“He ain’t got that ol’ fiery French Cajun blood for noth- 
ing!” Mary laughed gaily. “You all wouldn’t happen to be 
going to the Sidewalk Cattlemen’s dance tomorrow night, 
would you?” 

“You know better than that.” 

“Neva, why don’t you and Jean and the kids come over 
for coffee this evening?” 

“Good enough. But I’m not going to tell Jean about him.” 

Mary moved to go. “Well, I've got to get on home. Tell 
Jean hi for me. And listen—call if you all can come over this 
evening.” 


Neva was taking dinner out. of the refrigerator to heat as 
Jean came bounding down the back stairs wearing an old 
shirt of Karl’s and.denims. _ 

“My dear, I hate to see you dressed like a man. You're too 
pretty for that.” 

“Somebody’s got to be the man of the house around here, 
you know.” 

“You just ought to get yourself married, that’s all.” 

“Yes. They’re just busting down the doors to get in here 
and ask for my hand. Neva, did you get a chance to make 
me a costume to surprise the boys?” 

“Yes, I did. And I think you'll like it.” Jean followed 
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Neva to her room. “By the way, I hear Loring Wells at the 
bank is interested in you.” Neva took a hanger from the 
closet and handed it to Jean. 

“Oh! I love this! Black satin! I always wanted to be a 
black-satin witch! Neva, you are so talented!” Jean swept 
the long cape around her shoulders and fastened it. “I saw 
Loring at the bank today. I stopped by to see if a check that 
I wrote for the kids’ Christmas toys would. be covered. 
Guess who’s overdrawn again! Look at this! And the hat! 
Just like my old Grimm’s Fairy Tales book, remember?” 
She put the peaked hat on her head. 

“Fas he asked you to marry him?” 

“Who said that, now?” Jean looked in the mirror and 
held her hands as though gnarled and put on a fierce face. 

“Pye got my ways of finding out, young lady.” 

“J just don’t care for the man.” Jean changed the subject 
quickly. “I think [ll ride my horse this afternoon. He needs 
exercising. Poor baby, I’ve been ignoring him lately.” 

“Oh, by the way, Jean—-Mary Devereaux wants us to 
come over this evening for coffee. I told her we would.” 

Jean unclasped the frog closing of the cape. “Oh, Neva, 
honey. I just got home! I’m tired. P'm going to saddle the 
Shetlands and take the boys riding and then tonight I’ve 
got to take them trick-or-treating. Can’t you go without 
me?” 

“Jean, I—” 

Jean touched her arm. “Please?” 

“Ajl right. I’ll cancel. Perhaps tomorrow?” 

“Maybe tomorrow. Can I help you get dinner started? 
Those two will be home any minute, starving to death.” 
Jean took off her hat and was about to remove the cape when 
she heard a shriek. 

“Fey! Look! Mommy!” : 

The twins grabbed her and Jean knelt to hug them. Karl 
set the hat on her head and Freddie refastened the cape. 

“[ wanted to surprise you two!” 

“Gollee, Mother, you're a purdy witch!” 

“Why thank you, Fred.” She straightened up and whirled 
about for them. “How’s it look?” 

“Nose is too little, Mommy! You gonna have to paint it 
longer!” 

“Would a nice fat wart on the end help, Karl?” 

“Yeah!” His eyes gleamed. “Boy! Pll get my paints and 
really make you uglee!” 
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“No! I like her purdy! Mother, stay like you are!” 

“Oh, Freddie! You’re a dumb ol’ fag!” 

Jean looked at Neva. “We're going to have to watch what 
they pick up on that school bus, aren’t we? I’ve noticed 
Karl’s vocabulary has expanded considerably the last few 
months.” 

“Yes. If he thinks a word is dirty he cherishes it!” 

*T do not!” 

Jean winked at her son. “Ah, come on! We’re just teasing 
you. But you do need to clean up your act a bit, don’t you 
think?” 

“Yes’m. Is ‘fag’ a dirty word?” 

“Well, it’s an insulting term.” 

“What’s a term: look like? Does it have feathers?” 

“Just don’t use the word ‘fag,’ okay?” 

"VYes'm.” 

“Have you all seen your costumes yet?’ Neva got them 
from a bureau drawer—one fuzzy bear and a silky cotton 
ghost. 

“Wow! Neve! You done great!” 

“Neve, this bear’s goin’ to scare everybody in the whole 
world! Huh, Mother?” 

“Can we go trick-or-treat now?” 

“It’s not dark yet.” 

“How do I look? Grrr!” 

“Mommy? Why not? We'll get there early and get all the 
goodies!” 

“Honey, half the fun is breaking your neck in the dark!” 

“Hey! I'll be right back! Come on, Karl!” 

The bear and the ghost disappeared and came back drag- 
ging a guitar case into the kitchen, where Neva and Jean 
had gone back to preparing dinner. 

“Mommy! We want some Hallerweevn music!” 

Jean smiled and sat down on the hearth near the fire. As 
she tightened and tuned the guitar strings she screeched each 
note in a wicked soprano. 

“Oooh! That’s awful, Mother!” Freddie covered his bear 
ears, 

“T like it! Do it again!” 

“Are you ready? Remember the song we made up last 
year? Okay! All together now! ‘A-haunting we will go, a- 
haunting we will go, hi-ho the beario, a-haunting we will go! 
We'll haunt the Devereaux, we'll haunt the Devereaux, hi- 
ho the ghostio, a-haunting we will go! We'll haunt the Neva 
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too, we'll haunt the Neva too, hi-ho the witchio, a-haunting 
we will go! . aa 


Chapter Two 


Saturday morning Jean was. up early, pacing the floor of 
the study lost in thought about the future. She picked up a 
mug of hot chocolate from a tiny enameled tray and walked 
over to the window. Leaning her forehead against the cold 
pane, she watched steam condense on the glass. Though 
worried, her face was delicate, with eyes a fascinating azure. 
Her shoulder-length dark-auburn hair had an unusual streak 
of silver that began at the left of her forehead and.ran back 
several inches before it was lost beneath the wavy currents. 

Jean turned from the window to pace again in long-legged 
strides, sipping the cocoa thoughtfully. She paused before 
the hearth and looked up at the portrait smiling at her from 
above the mantel. Blond and tanned, graying at the temples, 
his blue eyes laughed on the sea-green canvas as if he were 
still alive. The face was kind and had been painted with much 
devotion. The painting was signed by the same hand as the 
architect’s renderings nearby. Jean sighed and, turning from 
the picture, busied herself setting up an easel by the window. 
She began to work irresolutely at first, then with precision 
and skill as she brought life to the drawings of a new city. 

Before the sun was long up there were several interrup- 
tions, the last one an invasion by the sandy-haired five-year- 
olds. Sitting with them on the sofa before the fire, Jean 
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listened to a review of adventures from the night before, 
and heard plans for the stableyard which included lining the 
fence with boxes and boards to build a cowboy fort. The 
twins were excited and climbed over her, and all three had 
landed on the floor in a tickling match before Neva came in. 

“Goodness me! You monkeys come eat your porridge!” 

Jean stood up and shooed them out of the study. “Go! 
Go! Before it gets cold! I'll be there in a minute.” As they 
raced away she turned toward the drawing board and sighed. 

“Neva, do I have a chance? Really?” 

“¥ should say so! You have as good a chance as anybody 
else!” 

“T just don’t know. ... ’m a woman... . 

“Yes, I’ve heard the rumor.” Neva smiled, and they 
walked arm-in-arm into the kitchen. 

“Neva, can Mommy go too?” 

A barrage continued until Neva shushed them. “Sorry, 
children. Mommy has her homework to do.” 

“But it’s about a monkey’s uncle!” 

“What’s a monkey’s uncle?” 

Jean laughed. “He’s a monkey’s cousin’s daddy!” 

“We don’t have a daddy.” 

-Jean turned away. “You’d better hurry! Thé morning 
show starts in thirty minutes!” As they ran for the stairs she 
busied herself with the dishes. 

Silently, Neva followed the children, pausing to look back 
before she continued up the stairs. The image of Jean stand- 
ing at the sink staring out the window wouldn’t leave Neva’s 
mind. And the thought of Mary Devereaux’s son teased at 
her brain... and that dance... well... that might 
do... Joe was handsome... single... 

Neva pulled the old blue station wagon up before the 
Devereaux home. Before she knocked at the kitchen door 
she paused to look proudly at the house that Jean had de- 
signed. 

Joe Devereaux opened the door and stepped back to 
beckon Neva in. With a grin he called for his mother to 
come to the kitchen. 

While Joe finished making the coffee he had started be- 
fore her arrival, he was given a careful appraisal by Neva’s 
sharp blue eyes. Fine cut of a man, even in old jeans and 
faded shirt... his flight jacket and boots were on a 
wooden chair by the door and he was barefoot. As he stood 
waiting for the coffee to finish she noticed an intensity in 
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his expression, and a touch of impatience as his fingers 
tapped the cabinet. A very slight frown knit the heavy black 
brows. This was not the happy Joe his mother always de- 
scribed. But when he turned again and set her cup before her 
the look was hidden and there was a deceptive smile on his 
tanned face. ; 

“] just this minute got in from hunting. First day of an 
early season and I didn’t see anything but tracks. That’s what 
¥ call no luck at ail. And how have you been, Miss Neva?” 

“Fine, Joe. It’s been a mighty long time since you've been 
home.” 

“Yes, ma’am, it surely has. Much too long. Didn’t even 
realize how much I'd missed the old place till I got back. 
You take cream or sugar?” . 

“No. Just black, thank you.” 

His mother entered the room then, and Joe left with his 
mug of coffee. 

Mary poured herself a cup and sat down, touching Neva’s 
arm. 

“ow do you think Joe looks?” : 

“He gets handsomer each time I see him.” 

“It’s good to have him back.” 

Neva leaned toward her. “Mary, about our little discus- 
sion yesterday—what do you think?” 

There was a twinkle in the brown eyes. “Let’s do it 

- “What about the dance? Has he been spoken for?” 

“Pm not sure. ‘There have been several calls, but I don’t 
know. He went out for a while last night, but it was with 
some of his old drinking ‘huddies—though he didn’t stay out 
late. He must be serious about his hunting!” 

“Ring Jean. Get her over here to see your chrysanthe- 
mums before the frost gets them.” 

“All right. And I'll corral that big son of mine. Should I 
call her now?” 

“Yes, P've got to get back to the theater and pick up the 
boys.” 

“J won't say you were here.” . 

Mrs. Devereaux used all of her skills to persuade the 
young widow to come over in the afternoon to see the 
flowers. 

And now Joe. She knocked at his door and entered to 
see him sitting by the window, feet on the sill, drying his 
hair with an electric brush. 

He had just showered, and his black hair curled a little 
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over the towel hanging around his shoulders. He tightened 
his robe and beckoned for her to sit down while he continued 
to brush his hair slowly. 

Mary looked about the room. “She captured you in this 
room, don’t you think?” 

“Now Mama, I haven’t been captured in any room, yet!” 

She brushed his arm playfully. “Goose—you know what I 
mean!” 

He looked around the stained-oak walls, the shelves of 
books, and to the woodsy vista beyond the window frames. 
It was a satisfying room. “Yes.” 

“I want you to meet the lady who designed this house . . . 
today.” 

“Whuh, yeah! You’ re matchmaking, aren’t you!” 

Mary blushed. “Nonsense!” 

“You're going to lead your little boy to the slaughter, 
aren’t you! My own sweet Mama... ” 

“Oh, Joseph Devereaux! If you don’t like her you don’t 
have to ask her out—I mean, you don’t— 

“Mm-hmm. Mama, I’m not going to that dance tonight. 
And incidentally, darlin’, ’'m capable of getting my own 
female companionship.” 

“Oh, Joe!” 

“What kind of gal is she, anyway, that you and Miss Neva 
have to help her trap a aa His eyes teased her. 

“Now, Joe, I just . I just thought you ought to meet 
her. She’s very pretty—and very nice!” 

He stood up. “Honey, I appreciate what you’re trying to 
do. But I’m going to pass on this one. I’m up here for a rest 
and to get in a little hunting. I’m not thinking about women 
right now. All P’ve got room to worry about is. those shrimp 
luggers. . . . I’m sorry, Mama.” He hugged her. 

“Well, son, why don’t you just go somewhere, then? I 
don’t even want them to know you’re here when they arrive.” 

“Mama, I’m tired. I’ve been up since three a.m. You mean 
you're going to run me off?” 

“Forget it. Get to sleep. I'll see you at supper, you rotten 
outfit!” She made a face and shut the door behind her. 

Joe shook his head as he disrobed; he slid his body into 
the bed. Before he went to sleep he smoked a cigarette and 
stared out the window. The blue sky was brilliant with au- 
tumn sun. It was peaceful here in East Texas. He longed to 
stay—at least for a while. Maybe here among the trees and 
hills he could find an answer—something that would free 
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him from the net that tightened about him. He forced him- 
self not to pick up the phone. Cap had promised ‘to call if 
there was any more trouble. Joe shuddered and turned over. 
Eventually he fell asleep. 

In the afternoon, Mary was grateful when the twins found 
a “snake,” which was really a stick, but carried on so that 
the racket they made woke even Joe. ; 

And Jean had worn the right color——a turquoise sweater 
and slacks. 

Mary glanced up at Joe’s window and there he was, grin- 
ning back at her from a crack in the curtains. She nodded, 
hands on hips as if to say, “T told you so!” 

Jean was helping the boys replant a pompom mum they'd 
pulled up by the roots. 

Toe watched Jean kneel with the noisy children. Her hair 
was truly a strange color, as he’d heard—like burgundy fire 
in the November sun. And yes, she was stacked—and tall; 
she towered over his tiny mother when she stood up. He 
watched until they were out of sight around the house. Then 
he hurriedly pulled on a pair of denims and a turtleneck 
sweater. His black boots clicked down the stairs. For a mo- 
ment he looked from the kitchen window before he walked 
out to where they leaned against the corral fence watching 
Comanche graze. 

“He’s a wonderful horse, Mrs. Devereaux.” 

Joe answered, “Yes, ma’am. He sure is.” 

Jean whirled around, snagging her sweater on the wooden 
fence. He watched her draw the soft knit from the splinter. 
God, she was a beauty. .- - 

“Hope that sweater can be mended. I’m Joe Devereaux.” 

“Just a snag. I can fix it.” : 

“Joe, this is Jean Iversen. She’s our neighbor and the 
architect who planned our house.” 

He was surprised when Jean blushed. 

“Good to meet you, Joe. Your mother talks about you a 
lot.” : 

He smiled at her, then at the boys, offering his hand to 
each of them. 

“This is Karl and this is Frederick. Children, this is Mrs. 
Devereaux’s son, Joe.” : 

Mary took over. “Now, you boys come on into the house 
and I'll get you some cookies and milk. Joe, show Jean your 
horse.” 
es 


Jean was left with nothing to say. But there was under- 
standing in the man’s brown eyes and in the easy smile he 
gave her as he casually put a hand to her back and guided 
her through the pasture gate. 

Joe watched cautiously as she approached the stallion and 
touched his mane. The damned horse just stood there! 

“You have a way with animals, young lady. He’s usually 
real high-spirited! Would you, uh, would you like to go 
riding?” The intensity of her blue eyes caused him to stumble 
over his words. 

“I wish I had time, Joe. But I just stopped by for a little 
while.” 

“Now listen, it’s way too nice a Saturday to be working. 
We'll saddle the palomino and this one and take a little 
gallop—just for a while. I haven’t had a chance to ride in 
months.” 

The black was frisky when the saddle slapped onto his 
back, and Joe had a time cinching him. He was almost em- 
barrassed that Jean had the gelding saddled and was mounted 
before he had Comanche under control.: 

“T see you’re a horsewoman!” 

She leaned forward, reining loose. “Not really. But some- 
thing tells me you’re going to have a time with that feller.” 

“Nah. He knows me, don’t you, boy? Come on now, 
fellah . . . whoah-down . . . whoa-down there now... ” 
He managed to climb aboard but didn’t stay long. He picked 
himself up. “You son of a bitch!” 

Jean stifled a giggle as she watched him climb red-faced 
back into the saddle, holding a tight rein. The horse reared 
again, but Joe was ready and lashed the reins, running the 
horse out across the pasture to settle its wild angry spirits. 

She threw a leg over the saddlehorn and watched, amused. 

He brought the horse back at a disciplined gallop, and 
triumph etched pleasant laugh lines about his face. 

“I’m glad you’re riding that one instead of me.” 

Joe lifted in the saddle a notch. “He'll be all right now. 
Won’t you, boy?” He patted the horse as he spoke. “Let’s go 
for a ride.” 

They walked the horses lazily. 

“And you, lady—how do you while away your days?” 

“I live a life of leisure. I work in Houston and commute 
daily. At least until recently. Now I stay there all week.” 

“You have an apartment?” 
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“No, I stay at the Y. Pm not sure my job is. going to last 
beyond Monday. They've fired the head architect, and they 
may let us all go.” 

“you couldn’t make it working here?” 

“Not much demand.” 

“That’s hard to believe!” - 

They smiled at each other. 

The horses wandered toward the creek that bounded their 
properties: They dismounted and allowed the horses to drink. 
Jean sat down on a leaf planket and leaned against an oak as 
she gazed up at the. sky. “Look at that blue . ... and the 
little white clouds... . ” 

“Yep. A perfect day—especially now that P’'ve met you, 
red-on-the-head! Anybody ever tell you that you're just about 
the prettiest woman alive?” 

She laughed, and he lay down in the full sun and looked 
skyward. 

“Nice to relax and push all the worries aside.” He watched 
her slender fingers play with a dry leaf. No wedding ring. He 
propped his head in his hand and faced her. “I bet life is 
seldom dull around your place, is it?” 

Jean laughed. “You can say that again. I kiss the boys 
good morning and I’m off, then I have a couple of hours at 
night with them. I’ve been letting them stay up till nine 
since I’ve had this job. I figured being with their mother was 
more important than missing an hour or two of sleep. What 
do you think?” 

“Sounds fine to me.” 

“Listen to me, talking to a bachelor about bedtimes. What 
would you know of such things?” 

He grinned. “Well, not much that relates to children, 
anyway.” ; 

Tean leveled: blue-green eyes at him. “I’d better change 
the subject to one less boring. I can tell you're an undomesti- 
cated specimen.” 

“Oh, I don’t know. I ain’t no pushover, but I could be had.” 

“Well—yes, that! But I can just see you washing dishes— 
fancy pink organdy apron around your waist.” 

“PI] have you know I wash dishes all the time in my 
apartment down in Galveston.” 

“Nonsense! You probably have slavegirls running around, 
fetching and carrying!” : 
a slapped her boot and rolled over on his stomach. “Only 


one or two, hardly a harem. Here, scratch my back. It itches 
there on my right shoulder.” 

“Pll have you know, sir, that I don’t scratch strange men’s 
shoulders.” 

“I’m not strange—maybe a little peculiar.” 

She laughed and leaned over to scratch where he indicated. 

“Good ... good! Ah... yeah... now over just a 
little to the left . . . great . . . now all over... mmm. 
That feels good.” 

Jean slapped his back soundly. “That’s all you get. I ain’t 
no pushover, either.” 

He turned over quickly and grinned up at the redhead. 
“But you could be had?” 

With feigned insult she got to her feet and sauntered over 
to where the horses were supposed to be. “I hate to tell you 
this, but we’re afoot.” 

Joe stood up, brushing off his clothes. “I'll be damned!” 
He could see the horses going over the hill heading toward 
the barn. 

She grinned at him and said pertly, “I do hope you like 
long walks in the crisp autumn air?” 

“Oh, yes, my dear.” Joe started to brush the dry grass from 
her backside but decided it wouldn’t be wise. Instead he 
watched her move ahead of him. Nice . . . 

He caught up with her and took her arm. “You're gallop- 
ing! I thought this was a walk.” 

She slowed, allowing him to determine the gait, then 
matched her steps, left-right, with his. 

“That better?” 

“Yes, ma’am. Sure is.” He'smiled over at her. Jean’s face 
held a child’s kind of happy innocence—in her eyes, her 
smile, and in the fresh-air color of her cheeks. Without 
realizing he was doing so, Joe nodded approval. 

“Jean, stop just a minute.” 

“Ves?” 

He stood up against her. “You're as tall as I am.” 

“True.” 

“I like that. Six foot of total . . . ” He paused. 

Her eyebrow arched. “Total what?” 

They looked eye to eye a moment before Jean stepped 
back and released his hand, walking on. 

“Wait. I want to tell you something.” 


“Not to take another measurement, I hope?” ; 
25 


“You misjudge me!” 

“Right!” 

“Come on, now. I’ll behave.” 

She stopped. Her eyes narrowed in a tentative smile. “I’m 
listening.” 

He had been caught, and a roguish grin came onto his 
face; his dark eyes crinkled at her. “How about going to that 
Cattlemen’s dance with me tonight?” 

Her face lit wonderously, but then she turned away. “Joe 
. . . [don’t dance.” 

“Not much to it, you know. Just lean up against me and 
T'll do the rest.” 

“I bet you would at that.” 

“I promise I’ll keep the ol’ beast in me on a leash.” 

She shook her head and laughed. “I bet yowd be a lot of 
fun. You make me laugh, Joe.” 

“Please go with me tonight?” 

“Joe, I haven’t been out in a long time.” 

He touched her hair, speaking gently. “Don’t you think 
maybe it’s about time?” 

“Til call you, Joe.” 

“No. You wouldn’t call. Just say yes. It’s an easy word. 

She inhaled deeply. “All right.” 

It was done, and the broad grin spread across his face. 
Though Jean smiled, her eyes made a quick apprehensive 
appraisal of his tanned features. She was quiet the rest of the 
way to the house. 

He watched as she drove away, the boys waving and call- 
ing, until she was out of sight, then he headed for the barn 
before his mother could start teasing him. 

Joe unsaddled and curried the two horses, talking to them 
quietly about the woman whose image was still leaping 
through his thoughts. 
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Chapter Three 


Neva paused at the bedroom door to watch Jean rustling 
through the closet—obviously, it held no dresses new 
enough, or pretty enough. But there was a long navy cape 
of velvet lined with turquoise satin that had been made for 
a special homecoming, a celebration when Karl was made 
captain of the new supertanker. 

Jean took it from the closet and slipped off its plastic 
cover. There was moisture in her eyes when Neva came into 
the room. 

“You still miss him, don’t you, love?” 

Jean nodded and turned her face away. 

“I know.” Neva patted Jean’s shoulder, and they embraced 
each other. Jean pulled away and sat down on the bed. 

“Tonight is . . . in a way, it’s like the time when I was 
nine, and the school bus was going to take us to Galveston. 
I wanted to go so much. I’d been awake all night thinking 
about it. But when it came time to go I was afraid. I went in 
and out the door at least fifteen times. Does that make any 
sense to you, Neve?” 

“You need to go out and have a good time. You're still 
young and you have so much to give. Karl would want 
you to. You know that.” 

“If I had died, Karl would have grieved all his life. I 
never knew anyone could be taken care of the way Karl 
pampered me. Neva, I was just a baby when he married me, 
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and took me away from... her. Well, you know. You 
arranged it.” 

There was an understanding smile between the two women, 
whose lives had intertwined since before the birth of the 
younger one. Jean had been Neva’s charge, a daughter for 
her middle years. To Jean, Neva held a number of special 
positions—that of nurse, governess, fairy godmother, and, 
later, companion, housekeeper, overseer of all that was dear 
to Jean. Theirs was a bittersweet story of devoted love. 

“What would have happened to you if I hadn’t? It was the 
best thing—it was all I could do at the time. Will you ever 
feel right about it, J ean?” 

“Honestly, I've never felt anything about it. I came to love 
Karl. It was .. - like having a father and a lover in one 
man. I’ve never once in my life resented it. He was my 
ticket to freedom, and if you hadn't done it, I’'d be the 
barefoot-and-pregnant wife of a pulpwooder. Now, Im... 
almost what I always wanted to be.” 

“At least you’re not trapped. You're free to do anything 
you want.” 

“Neva, do you really think any woman is free? I think 
sometimes that we're all trapped—by our emotions, by 
prejudice, even by the shape of our bodies.” 

“You're just nervous tonight. Joe aroused feelings you've 
been trying to deny for a long time.” Neva patted her 
shoulder. “My pretty Jean... you're still such a young 
thing in so many ways. Still a dreamer, still my child.” 

Jean caught her hand. “When I’m ninety-five and silver- 
haired I’ll still be your charge, won't ny” 

Neva touched the hair upon Jean’s forehead and smiled, 
“Yourre already silver-haired, my pet.” 


For a long time that afternoon Joe smoked and stared and 
thought of Jean. 

He was not really aware that his mind was expanding itito 
a babbling, whirlpooling idiocy from the effect of her. He 
thought be was still a man on the make. He had never 
recognized any emptiness in himself and still didn’t, having 
always seen it as a compulsion to reach farther and run 
harder for goals, first one and then another. Now it all 
seemed to be reversing—the goals were chasing him, 
cornering him, with no way out. He focused all his thought 
on Jean. Other things were pushed aside. Even if only 
temporarily, this lovely lady might for a while be his rainbow; 
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one who would arch above the dark clouds and take him 
along for a very pleasant ride. Jean... the name rang 
like crystal touched ‘by silver—as her hair was, he suddenly 
remembered, a streak of shining silver. . . . 

At supper he questioned his mother while she dutifully 
pretended not to notice. 

“That is some gal. What color of blue was that she was 
wearing? I never saw eyes that color before.” His plate of 
food grew cold, and he stirred his coffee absently. “I wish I’'d 
met her when she first moved here.” 

“That color is turquoise, and she was married then, Joe. It 
wouldn’t have done you a bit of good to go after her.” 

He doubted that. “How long has she been a widow?” 

“Jean’s been alone now for almost two years, I guess. I 
never met him but once. He was a big man. Looked younger, 
but he was at least twenty years older than Jean. Ship 
captain, you know. Foreigner—Norwegian, I think. You 
propably heard about it. Tanker blew up down at Port 
Arthur. They say she didn’t even cry: when they came and 
told her. It was the middle of the night, and I didn’t hear 
about it till noon the next day. They didn’t get the men off 
the ship for two days, and there was even some newsmen 
came up and talked to her on TV. It was a big mess . . . very 
sad. You could tell she was in shock. I know for a fact that 
she didn’t take on at the funeral, but afterwards . . . I was 
over there that morning. She fed the kids lunch and put them 
to bed. Then she went into the study. She has a big picture 
of him there, over the fireplace. She lay her head on the 
mantel and cried and cried, . . . We tried to comfort her, 
but I don’t think she even knew we were there. We finally 
left-her alone and let her-cry it out. It like to have broke my 
heart, and when I’d hear people talk about her being cold- 
hearted ’cause she didn’t cry and carry on at the funeral . . . 
People are so stupid. 

“But Joe, she is different. You ought to remember that.” 

He nodded and excused himself. ; 


Like a silly schoolgirl—nervous as hell! He did and redid 
his string tie, brushed the already polished boots again, and 
finally went downstairs. 

“Daddy back yet?” 

“He called from down -the road. He'll get in soon, but 
we'll probably be a little late. My, you do took fine!” 

“Mama, I expect you're a little bit prejudiced in my favor?” 
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A smile passed between them. 

As he walked to the car he uneasily twirled his black 
Stetson in his left hand. He tossed the hat in the back seat. 
At Jean’s door he rang the bell and straightened his coat. 
Neva opened the door, but before they exchanged greetings 
he saw Jean behind her on the stairs. She was looking back 
at the twins, who sat on the top step and grinned, calling 
out, “Cinderella!” “The prince is here, Cindy!” 

Joe grinned while he watched. She floated! The long dress 
was that same color of blue, and he could see just a glimpse 
of the swell of her breasts. 

“My, my, lady! Aren’t you something!” 

That pleased her, he could tell. 

In the car they sneaked glances at each other. 

“You're lovely. Did you know that?” 

“Thank you. And it’s nice to be with you, cowboy.” 

“A deer, Jean! See there! And a fawn... damn... still 
got its spots.” He slammed the car to a stop. “Look at that! 
Just standing there—and the mama thinks she’s hiding 
behind that brush. Seldom see a fawn this time of year!” 

“Pow beautiful . . . absolutely perfect!” 

Joe touched her cheek and smiled. “I knew you reminded 
me of something. A doe—a gentle, big-eyed doe.” 

When she didn’t say anything he changed the subject. “I’m 
going to be out there in the morning, waiting for old daddy 
buck.- Missed him today, but I’m going to get me at least a 
ten-pointer tomorrow.” 

“You're a hunter?” 

“Byerybody around here is. Do you hunt?” 

“Afraid not. I’m too squeamish.” 

“] can see how a doe like you would feel that way. 
Incidentally, you sure don’t fit my image of an architect.” 

“Nor anyone else’s, I’m afraid. A person could starve 
around these parts.” 

He teased, “Yeah, we’re pretty ignorant around here—but 
I sure can’t imagine anyone starving around your parts.” 

Jean sighed and looked at him, shaking her head. “Et tu, 
Joe?” 

He backtracked. “I love our house. Especially my rooms.” 

“Your mother told me about you and your work and all 
the books you always had lying around the house when 
you were there. She also mentioned how you like to be 
away from the rest of the house. So I put you upstairs by 
yourself.” 
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“Well, I thank you. I’m seldom home, but I like to know 
I’ve got this special place. It’s the only place where I really 
feel relaxed and—but I’m doing all the talking. Don’t you 
ever have much to say? When you do talk your voice is as 
soft as a kitten, lady.” 3 

“Joe, you’re a warm, happy person, and nice words come 
naturally to you, but please . . . don’t say nice things to me. 
Ive been alone too long . . . it’s too confusing.” She turned 
her face away, but not before he could see her embarrassment. 

Joe parked the car beside the big log building and watched 
the people go in. “Jean, I haven’t-said one word tonight that 
I didn’t mean. I hope you'll believe—” 

Someone was pounding.on the car roof, and suddenly 
they were surrounded by Joe’s old friends. 

Once inside the hall, Jean wanted to cringe against him, 
but she was afraid tc.. Why did they all stare so? They all 
knew who she was! 

Joe took her arm and ushered her in with a flourish, 
laughing, talking to people. 

Jean noticed that the women were divided into two 
groups according to the clothes they wore. The older ones 
and Jean had Jong, graceful gowns, while the younger ones 
had on mini costumes with spangles and shiny bright colors 
and long smooth legs. Jean felt very old and outdated. 

Joe’s arm shielded her proudly. He was in his element, 
among his own people. Joe, of shining black hair and searing 
eyes, white smile and deep laughter, had come home. Few 
seemed to notice the changes in him. Those who did at- 
tributed it to the effects of Vietnam and his months as a 
MIA—which of course was only part of what they now saw in 
him. But Joe had not come. alone. The widder woman, that 
tall redhead, was with him, and she didn’t belong—not with 
Joe Devereaux. He belonged to them... . 

Slowly Joe worked his way through the crowd to a table 
in the corner. He seated Jean and then collapsed, laughing, 
and squeezed her hand. 

“Well, folks sure do look at you, honey. It’s ’cause you’re 
the prettiest gal any of them ever did see. You know, you're 
good for people. Just being here with you has made me 
happy.” 

“You are truly wonderful, Joe Devereaux.” 

His eyebrow lifted. “Oh?” 

He found himself staring at the face that opened before 
him. She hadn’t looked at him like this before—with a 

31 


trusting admiration that shone from within. “Jean?” His 
voice was husky. “Jean, I don’t know when—if ever—l’ve 
felt this way.” 

She smiled somewhat shyly. “I don’t think you’ve ever met 
a challenge you couldn’t handle.” Her eyes grew serious, and 
the heavy lashes curling downward barred his view. The 
curtain had closed, as quickly as it had opened, and he was 
bewildered. 

The gaze his inquiring eyes received back now was a 
shuttered window. A tinge of defeat nibbled him, and he 
leaned back in his chair. “What would you like to drink? Pili 
go get us something over yonder at the bar.” 

“7 think I’d like a Dr. Pepper.” 

“All righty. One D.P. on the rocks and a whiskey.” He 
patted her shoulder as he left. “Be right back.” 

She watched him walk away. The muscles of his back 
flexed as he leaned his elbows on the bar and talked to his 
friends. Jean was ill at ease. But when Joe turned -and smiled 
across to her, it was like turning on a light in the corner, 
and she began to smile. 

He returned and set the drinks down, pausing as he 
leaned across the table to look at her. 

“God, but you’re beautiful, Jean.” 

She didn’t answer. He saw a blush, a gentle smile, and 
lowered lashes. She looked at her hands. He’d never seen a 
woman before whose beauty was summed up in total grace. 
Her long dark-red hair waved in shining ripples upon her 
shoulders, which were proud and wide. From where he stood 
he could see that the high rounded bosom of the blue gown 
was filled to capacity with some to spare, which lifted 
enticingly above the dress. He cleared his throat. 

“Dance with me, Jean?” 

She looked toward the dance floor and the couples who 
skimmed across the floor to the pulsating sound of blue 
steel. 

“Joe, I really don’t dance well. . . . I guess it was silly 
of me to come to a dance in the first place.” 

“J’l] teach you. Come on, honey.” He stood up and 
pulled her with him. 

In a short time, they were exchanging dances with others, 
and watching each other across the room. Joe found him- 
self increasingly irritated as his friends monopolized Jean 
and he could tell their wives didn’t appreciate it either. 
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Eventually he was no longer talking or dancing. He stood 
with drink in hand, and watched her. 

“I see you finally met our neighbor.” The deep voice was 
not dissimilar to his own. The man laughed and shook his 
son’s hand heartily. Joe set down the drink and clasped his 
father’s shoulders in a rough hug. 

“Well, it’s about time you got on home! You're looking 
good! Real good!” 

“You too, boy!” 

The two men could have been brothers if it hadn’t been 
for the abundance of gray at his father’s temples and the 
deeper laugh lines about the eyes. 

Mary came up to Joe’s side and the three stood in a circle, 
arms about each other. 

“I scrounged around and got us a big table over there. 
Why don’t you and Jean come over dnd sit with us? You 
and your father have a lot of catching up to do.” 

“Why, sure. Let me. get her.” He looked around the 
smoky hall, but couldn’t see Jean. “Where do you reckon 
that woman got off to?” 

“She'll turn up in a minute—I mean, how do you lose a 
six-foot redhead, son?” 

Joe laughed at his father and surveyed the room. “I hope 
to God I never do.” 

The elder Devereaux looked at his wife and exchanged a 
smile. 

‘Tm going to get Jean’s cape, and I’ll meet you all over 
at your table.” Joe was distracted as he searched for her. 

In the powder room Jean heard voices from the booths 
behind where she stood combing her hair. 

“Would someone please tell me what in the world has 
possessed Joe Devereaux?” 

Jean stared at her reflection as she listened to the com- 
ments about her. She had never been able to understand 
other women. Neva was the only one she had ever been close 
to, and that dear soul was far different from the general 
Biter... 

Jean blinked back ridiculous tears. Again, she didn’t be- 
long, would never belong. Joe did. But she never could. Not 
in the past, not now, not ever. The pains of a lifetime piled 
upon each other, and her reason couldn’t carry it all. Jean 
wiped her eyes and rushed from the room. 

Joe Devereaux looked for her, pushing through the crowd, 
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smiling at people who tried to talk to him but brushing by 
to find Jean. If one of these sons of bitches has got her off 
in a corner, I'll kill him. . . . She wasn’t there... . The 
ladies’ room? He met her in the corridor. 

“Jean?” He caught her shoulders, but she twisted away. 
“What's wrong?” 

“Joe . . . please take me home 

“What happened?” He hastily inspected her clothes. “Any- 
one bother you, Jean?” , ; 

“No! Ijust . . . have a headache.” 

“A headache.” 

*Ves.” ; 

He shook his head and set the cape on her shoulders. 

“Okay. We'll go.” 

She headed away from the ballroom, toward the rear 
door. He followed her. Outside he put a protecting arm 
about her shoulders. 

You really have a headache, Jean?” 

No.” 

Joe looked at her as he shut the door and walked around 
to the driver’s side. Before he switched on the key he turned 
and touched her hair. “Did I say or do something wrong, 
Jeannie?” 

“No.” 

He yanked the car into gear and spun it around, spreading 
gravel as they left the parking lot. As the car sped along the 
highway Joe took his attention from the road to glance at 
her, but her face was turned away and her hands were 
clasped tightly in her lap. S 

There was a jolt as he pulled onto a side road and roared 
along, guiding the car over deep ruts. He traced through 
overhanging woods and over narrow wooden bridges above 
streams of trickling sand. At the top of a hill he turned onto 
a lane made almost impassable by the close press of green. 
The car wound up to an unshaded hillcrest. 

Jean sat up and looked around at the expanse below. An 
orange moon just lifted over the trees. 

“What a beautiful place! How did you ever find it?” 

He lit a cigarette and slid down in the seat, staring at the 
roof. 

Someday I’m going to build a house here. I wanted you 
to see it, I bought this place eight years ago from ol man 
Benny Smith. You know him?” 

“No.” 
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“Why did you run away, Jean?” 

“I don’t know.” She was uncomfortable when he turned 
to her and his big arm went atop the back of the seat behind 
her head. 

“Look, now . . . I want to know what I did.” He touched 
her arm. “Whatever it was, I’m sorry.” 

“It wasn’t anything you did, I promise.” She reached up . 
for the hand that caressed her neck, and his fingers grasped 
hers. 

“Well, did I scare you away? Did I come on too strong?” 

“No. It was nothing like that.” 

“Dammit, Jean, someone did paw you, didn’t they? I 
want to know right now! Somebody touched you, A. 5 
He paused, controlling his temper. “Well, I’ll black his eye,. 
that’s what.” 

“Black an eye? Well, no one molested me!” 

“Would you just tell me what the hell it is?” 

“It was me, Joe. I’m a rather strange person. I don’t make 
much sense, even to Myself. Please don’t expect me to make 
sense fo you.” — 

“Try me.” H 4 

“It was a mistake to think—for me to go to the dance at 
all. I’m sorry.” 

He straightened and moved back under the steering wheel. 

“IT. reckon that damn well puts me in my place!” 

“No! It’s me. I don’t fit in, Joe.” 

“That’s dumb. Everybody loved you.” 

“You're not terribly observant.” 

She watched him as he lit another cigarette. He shook his: 
head and looked out the window, tapping his nails against 
the steering wheel. 

A familiar lonely wave came over her. She opened the 
door and walked toward the edge of the hill, and seated 
herself on a fallen log. 

Joe got out and stood beside the car. The unbuttoned cape 
set loosely on her. shoulders flashed its shiny inner fabric in 
the light breeze and lifted her hair. They had been right, 
those who said she was different. But it was not superiority. 
No . . . she was a strange little bird. 

The shiny black boots touched her dress and she looked 
up as Joe slammed his hands in his pockets, perplexed at the 
lovely face searching his. Silently he seated himself beside 
her, and together they watched the moon and its shadows. 

Joe had finished his cigarette and felt the frost slithering 
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into his boots before he got up the nerve to take her hand 
again. Her hand was stiff with cold and he slid it into his 
coat, against the warmth of his chest. Jean put her other 
hand there, too, and laid her head on his shoulder. 

Their lips were cool when they touched. 

. He touched his hands to her face then drew back, his voice 
deep and gentle. “I don’t know who you are, or what you 
are, Jean Turquoise, but I want you.” 

Her gaze followed the lines of his face—his mouth, his 
eyes in the mellow light. Joe saw the curtain open to him 
again as she touched her fingers to his lips. 

“You do strange things to me, Joe Devereaux.” 

There was a lyrical quality to her voice that flowed into 
his blood, “Jeanie, I swear, I can’t believe you're real.” 

He pulled her up with him as he stood. “I wish 1 could find 
the words to describe you to myself .. . OF to tell you how 
I feel . . . but there aren’t any. Darling, let me take you 
someplace warm.” 

“Ts too soon, Joe.” She took his hand and they walked 
to the car. é 

While the engine warmed he lit a cigarette and played 
with the hair about her shoulders. “I guess you know I’ve 
already fallen for you, Jean.” He tried to read her face. 

She whispered back, “I hope so.” 

“Does that mean that you feel the same way?” 

Before his eyes he watched the shadows close, and she 
slowly turned away. 

Joe said nothing more. He placed a gentle kiss on her 
cheek and put the car in gear. 

At her door he held her close and whispered, “I'll call 
you early, as soon as I get in from hunting. I don’t expect 
to sleep much tonight.” 

In a strange little ritual, Jean touched his hand to her lips. 
Then she was gone and he stood staring at the door for a 
moment before he returned to the car. Slowly, thoughtfully, 
he smoked and watched a light go on upstairs. 
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Chapter Four 


Dawn approached stealthily, touching the hills with a deli- 
cate gray. As the sky awakened, Jean slept fitfully, her silver- 
sparkled hair whispering over the pillow when she tossed. 
Suddenly she sat upright, a zombie stare glazing her eyes. 
Fear drifted across her brain as the dreams that haunted her 
night tried to possess her waking senses, to cross the bound- 
ary of morning. 

A welcome awarness of the early sun on the windows 
transformed her, and she got up to pull back the drapes, 
throwing them open to the sun. A delicious giggle slipped 
from her throat.as the phantoms that came with her nights 
disappeared. She turned back to the huge bed and scooted 
under the covers, rolling herself into a ball. 

Jean became aware of a sweet warm feeling enveloping 
her, but the glow was replaced abruptly by a helpless resent- 
ment that Karl was not with her. She remembered the nights 
when all it took to dispel creeping fears was to place a hand 
in a big warm hand beside her, and a strong gentle arm 
would encircle her and she would sleep. 

Jean flipped onto her back and closed her eyes to the 
memories, but instead of dissipating they became more real; 
and the happy windswept face of Karl intermingled with the 
dark and penetrating countenance of Joe Devereaux smil- 
ing at her, his white teeth and warm lips compelling her to 
lose herself in his fiery dark eyes. 
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The bed creaked as she sat up on the edge, and the golden 
wash of sunlight made a pattern of windowpanes on the car- 
pet, catching her attention and bringing memories of moon- 
light from last evening. She stood immobile for a second as 
her mind adjusted to a less rending present. From the cor- 
ral, she heard the sound of her horse, and she ran into the 
dressing room to put on her denims and a jacket of bright 
pink and warm gloves. 

Her boots silently slipped through the house and crunched 
across the frosted: yard to the back gate, where the morning 
was still gray in the shadow of the pines. The excited Ara- 
bian in the corral had come to relish these restless but now 
infrequent morning runs. 

Once saddled and mounted, the horse started gracefully 
without being guided down the trail that would lead around 
the large artificial lake, across the dam and up into the 
Devereaux pasture where Jean always rode. The contrast 
between dark pines and the patchwork of red and gold 
leaves clinging to the hardwoods was pleasing. Frost had not 

come through the thatch of limbs, so dry leaves and pine 
straw crackled under the hooves. 

When the path curved downward into a clearing, Jean 
spurred on for a customary race around the lake and across 
the hard-packed earth dam. But the horse had barely reached 
full gallop when he was startled by something and reared. 
Jean couldn’t see what had spooked him until the repeated 
sound of a man’s shout frightened her. She screamed as 
Arab reared again, bolting her off into the icy water. 

No sooner had she splashed down than there were hands 
lifting her up. Instinctively she began to ‘struggle, and the 
other person fell down in the shallow water. 

“Goddammit, Jean! You’re going to drown us both!” . 

“Toe!” * 

Together they struggled to the bank. 

“What in the hell do you think you're doing out here? 
You could have got your frazzling head shot off! I came 
within an inch of shooting!” 

“J forgot about hunting season!” 

“You crazy female, what are you up to?” 

She answered his yell in kind. “I told you! I was out rid- 
ing!” 

Self-consciously, she avoided his look, her quick anger 
gone. 

Joe muttered and picked up his gun with quaking hands 
38 


and proceeded to break it down, checking the prized object 
for damage, his head shaking as he watched her from the 
corner of his eye. 

Jean started to walk over to where her horse was standing 
when her boot slid in the mud and she fell with a thump on 
her bottom and heard a loud male voice booming out in 
laughter. He stomped the mud and laughed fiercely. She 
stuck out her jaw, but the humor struck her, too, and she 
began to giggle. 

Joe set down the gun and reached both hands, pulling her 
to her feet. She tried to walk, but the effort was ludicrous. 
Her joints were stiff, she weighed a thousand pounds, and 
she couldn’t resist an urge to rub her bruised behind. When 
she saw that he was still laughing at her she straightened 
the jacket over her hips and sat down on a stump, hugging 
herself, her lips blue with cold. 

“Let’s shag out of this bog hole, honey.” He put a pro- 
tecting arm around her and they clumped over to the horse. 

As Joe hoisted her up into the saddle the excitement and 
chill took their toll for a moment and Jean swayed, sliding 
limply down the side of the horse. 

Trying to keep his frozen knees from buckling, Joe 
reached into a pocket of his jacket and produced a flask. 
He opened it and held it to her lips. 

Jean sputtered and coughed. Much of it spilled down her 
front. ; 

“What a waste of good liquor, woman!” He took a swig 
and then another, grateful for the fire it kindled inside. his 
ribs. “God, that’s good!” 

With the burning sensation of the bourbon warming him, 
Joe lifted Jean into the saddle, then took the reins and 
climbed on behind. As they started up the trail he felt the 
chills convulsing her, and his arms tightened around her. 

Jean let her head fall back against the prickly wet wool of 
his jacket. He grinned and spurred the horse. While they 
rode along he became less aware of the cold than of his 
damp companion, whose hair brushed his cheek. 

The gate creaked loudly when they tried to move quietly 
into the corral. After the horse. was unsaddled and a blanket 
placed across his back Jean led Joe up the steps and into the 
kitchen, where a welcome blast of warm air struck them. He 
leaned against the door and unlaced his boots, pulling them 
off gingerly and wiggling his toes to see if they were pliable. 
He stuck his wet socks inside the flight boots. Jean sat and 
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motioned for him to sit next to her at the table, and she 
proceeded to struggle. with her own boots. Gallantly Joe 
grabbed hold and took both off at the same time, falling back 
against the cabinet with a thud when they slid off her feet. 

“Sh! You'll wake the whole house—I don’t want them to 
know there’s a man in this house!” Her eyes teased. Then 
she noticed that he was shaking violently. “Joe! You're having 
a chill!” : 

- “Tt’s all right.” 

“Come on, let’s get you up and into a shower!” 

He picked up his boots and followed like a puppy. At the 
top she led him down the hall and was about to open the 
bathroom door when a little voice said: 

“Freddie, you stay out of here—I’m in here now! You 
wait!” ; 

“Oh. It’s Mommy, honey. Are you all right?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“Okay. You go on back to bed when you're through.” Jean 
smiled and turned around, taking Joe into her own bedroom, 
bright now with the sun full on the windows. 

He shifted his weight uneasily from one foot to the other— 
and the more the warmth of the house penetrated the cold, 
the more he shivered. 

“You wouldn't think a little dunking would bother me!” 

“Well, pneumonia will bother you. Get in there and shower 
—-a hot shower.” She gave him a friendly shove into her 
bathroom and shut the door, calling -to him to hang his 
clothes by the heater. : 

A puzzled frown knit her brow as Jean paused a moment 
before taking her own bath. The sound of the shower in the 
twin to her dressing room brought a smile. It was a pleasant 
sound connected with a security she had almost forgotten. 
She got out of her clothes and her eyes shut as the warmth 
of the swift sprinkling water penetrated her chill and sent it 
spinning down the drain. 

Joe brushed his hair with the brushes he found on the 
vanity, and examined the contents of the cabinet that held 
shaving supplies and lotions. He wondered as he decided to 
shave why Jean had kept all her husband’s things. 

His clothes were still not dry. Impatiently he slid open the 
mirrored closet door and frowned at the clothes hanging 
there. Perspiration stood on his forehead and dripped down 
his back. The tightness of the room threatened him, and he 
paced the floor like a predator in a cage. Finally he pounced 
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at the closet again and his gaze landed on a red velvet. robe. 
He took it from the rack and held it up, grinning. Only a 
woman would buy that! Impulsively he threw off the towel 
and slipped the robe on. The cool satin lining made him 
guiver, and he laughed at his reflection, pleased with what 
he saw there. The robe was long, hitting him about mid-calf. 
Finally, he could stand the heat no longer. He burst out of 
the steaming bath and into the cool blue room. 

Hearing the sound of the shower in the other bath, he 
checked his clothes again, then shrugged and jammed his 
hands into the pockets of the robe. He stalked over and sat 
in the chair between the windows to look out briefly. His eyes 
strayed to the rumpled bed where Jean had been, and he 
jerked his eyes away, as if he had violated her privacy. He 
reached for a cigarette that wasn’t there. The shower ceased 
and he tried not to listen to the sounds of her closet door 
opening, and of the scraping of the hangers against the rod, 
of the hairbrush falling to the floor. He put his fists under 
his chin and stared away from that door. As it opened, he 
forced his vision to remain steadfast on the windows. 

Jean was opening the drawer of the chest near the door 
when she glimpsed the back of his head and a red sleeve. 
With a jolt she turned toward him, slamming the drawer shut 
with the same motion. He turned just as the sash of the aqua 
robe caught when she pulled away to run back into the 
dressing room. It slipped out of the loops, leaving the gown 
to flare open. Jean snatched the fabric around her and stared 
at him, stunned. 

Joe stood up and tried to smile at her embarrassment, but 
the quivering lip and crystal eyes couldn’t be laughed away. 
She covered her mouth with a trembling hand and watched 
him approach, unable to move. : 

Her eyes shut as she tried to erase the image of the red 
velvet coat. She shook her head, bowing slightly under the 
weight of her desire. The broad shoulder caught her head 
and a hand lifted her chin. : 

White teeth against the tan whispered, “Jeanie?” 

The flame in his dark eyes, the intensity of the heavy 
brows knit in a silent plea, hypnotized her and her lips parted 
but no sound escaped. , 

He looked into the gentle moist-blue eyes he had captured, 
his hand caressing the soft line of her jaw, his thumb pausing 
to trace her lips and to feel the whimpering pressure of her 
teeth as she silently pleaded with him. 
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Joe eased his mouth over hers. Her arms encircled his 
waist. He held her tight until the mounds of her breasts were 
like round stones against his chest. Quick fingers tangled her 
damp hair, played about her neck, and he could feel the 
spurt of her blood as it flowed faster beneath his touch. 

Joe’s lips moved from her mouth and caressed her face, 
her neck. 

He lifted her and stood a moment looking into her half- 
shut eyes, and at the loosened gown, which fell free. 

She caught the open robe and clutched it, shivering, cling- 
ing to him. Joe swung her around and placed her on the bed. 

His palms pressed the sheet on either side as he leaned 
over, hesitated, watched her. Jean lay motionless with her 
knees bent to the side. Both hands clutched the robe so 
tightly that the knuckles were white. 

“Darling Jean? Please look at me?” 

She shook her head and a tear dripped to beside her nose, 
where it lay in a little droplet. 

He touched it away and she opened her eyes to look at 
him. Her fingers unclasped the robe and touched his chest, 
his shoulder . . . 

With a little cry she clutched the red velvet and buried 
her face in it. 

From that point Joe forgot everything but the woman who 
responded to his kiss, to his hands. Each touch brought them 
closer as he caressed her. His movements were frenzied by 
the conflicting demands from his possessed brain to hold off, 
and yet to complete. ... 

He murmured satisfaction with her movements, with the 
maddening gyrations she made beneath him. He made them 
one, and the writhing of her body grew more intense until 
their bodies exploded together. 

He heard himself cry out, “God! Oh my God, baby!” 

Finally he loosened his hold on her and laid his face 
gently against Jean’s breast. He kissed her tenderly, and her 
lips touched at his hair. For a while they were silent, then he 
lifted up and their bodies convulsed a final time as he moved 
away with a groan. 

Jean ‘covered herself with her robe and forced her eyes to 
meet his. His brown eyes held a tenderness that made her 
feel more complete than the emotion they'd just shared 
had done. His fingers moved about her shoulder. 

Almost -timidly he whispered, “Jean... Jeanie... I | 
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love you.” He gathered her close beneath him. “God . . ; 
you're beautiful . . . ” His hand covered her breast and he 
laid a leg across her thighs as he covered her mouth again in 
a gently possessive way. 

“Jean, you're doing it to me again, do you realize that?” 
He propped on his elbow and looked at her. 

Her hand reached up and traced his cheek with the cool 
back of her fingers. She murmured a pleased little sound and 
wriggled up under him. 

“Jean... Jean... I'll never be able to get enough of 
you. .. . ” He smiled down at her, then came closer until 
their bodies again welded and the room began a slow whirl 
as they discovered each other more leisurely than before. 

When he lay quietly in her arms holding tight to her, Jean 
cradled his face against her breast. She stroke his brow gently 
and stared at the ceiling, a melanchoiy sadness in the down- 
ward curve of her lips. 

There was a step on the stairs. Terrified, she stiffened and 
turned toward the door. 

Joe sat up instinctively listening, unclear for a moment. 
Then he touched her back, his hand running over the smooth 
skin of her hips. 

“Sh!” There was terror in her eyes as the doorknob turned 
and she yelled. “Just a minute! I’m not dressed! Be right 
there!” 

Joe was already tying the robe around him, and he leaped 
catlike to the bathroom, shutting the door quietly and locking 
it. 

Jean felt her face burn unmercifully as she opened her 
door, “What is it, Neva?” She knew her voice was unnatural. 

Neva was merry. “I overslept this moming. The boys are 
Taring to go to Sunday school. We promised to take them, 
remember?” 

Jean shuddered. “Neve . . . I don’t feel so well. Can you 
handle the boys alone?” 

-Her voice was indignant. “Of course I can handle them.” 
Then she became concerned. “Are you all right?” 

Jean glanced toward the bath. “I fell in the lake this 
morning and—” 

“Fell in the lake! So that’s why your boots were wet in 
the kitchen! Why, it’s thirty degrees this morning!” 

She touched Jean’s face. “You're flushed. You'd better get 
back into bed and stay there till I get back. I'll check on you 
then.” 

43 


“Neve? Kiss the boys for me and tell them I'll see them 
after church. I don’t feel like being rassled now.” 

“All right, darling. Now you hop back in that bed.” Neva 
closed the door for her. 

Jean lay back and expelled air from her lungs. When the 
sound of steps faded she got up and locked the door, then 
ran to the bureau, snatched a brassiere and pants and ran 
into the bath. The door slammed behind her and she laid her 
cheek against the wood. A horrible cry, muffled quickly by 
her shaking hands, escaped. Her body bent low as she tried 
to control the agony and sank onto the vanity chair, letting 
her head rest on the cool tile while tears spilled uncontrol- 
Jably. She hid her face in the sleeve and fought to regulate 
the sound. 

The flood subsided slowly. She raised her face to the 
mirror. The woman there glared menacingly at her. Jean 
turned away and covered her face. 

“Qh, God,” she whispered. 

Joe frowned as he pulled on warm dry boots. He avoided 
his reflection in the mirror and tried to pretend he didn’t hear, 
that he didn’t understand the anguish that filtered through 
the wall. Disgust tore at his middle. 

After a brutal cold shower Jean covered herself with a 
lavender dress that hid all but her face and hands. Her face 
was white against the bright auburn of her hair. She sat 
staring at herself a long time before she shut the little box 
containing her makeup, somehow gaining a sense of penance 
‘by not covering the pallid look with color. Instead she 
brushed back her hair severely. 

Joe sat on the bottom step struggling to keep himself 
from quietly leaving. His shoulders slumped; his chin was 
in his fist. 

There was a creak on the stair and he turned, startled to 
see her seated a couple of steps above him. His eyebrow 
arched as he observed the severe dress and her unpainted 
face—an ivory setting for her eyes, from which humiliation 
shimmered. 

His voice was a deep whisper. “Why, Jean? Why crucify 
yourself for being a woman?” 

She smiled. “This is me. What I really am.” 

“You could never be anything but beautiful. You can’t 
make a rose ugly—unless you tear it apart, petal by peta v 

“You're a poet. You really are.” 
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“Darling, it—it’s a sin to punish yourself like this. Espe- 
cially when it’s my fault. I seduced you.” 

“Yes, ’'m innocent.” : 

He stood up angrily. “Yes. You are innocent. If you 
weren’t so damn innocent this wouldn’t bother you!” 

“Then upstairs was not a sin.” 

“Not to me, darling, Not ever.” He leaned and touched 
her cheek. “It was ... Jean . . . I love you.” He seemed 
embarrassed. 

Jean lowered her head. “You'd better go now.” 

He flinched and without a word. marched to the back 
door, pausing to wait for her. Before he went out he leaned 
close a moment. “I meant it. I wasn’t lying.” 

There was a gentle upswing to the curve of her lips that 
gave him hope. Then he shut the door and was gone. 


Chapter Five 


uA little after eleven that morning,.Joe entered his mother’s 
fragrant kitchen, and she greeted him cheerily. 

“Well, son. Did you get one?” 

“Nope. Maybe tomorrow.” Lifting the cover of the cake 
plate, he found a warm pineapple upside-down cake swim- 
ming in its own amber juices. 

“Mm-mmmmm! Lady, you sure do know what I like!” 
Playfully, he licked his lips and rubbed his hands. “Can I 
have a piece now, ma mére?” : 

45 


“Since you bought your shrimp boats you talk Cajun all 
the time. Sit down and I'll get you some cake—and coffee 
to go with it.” 

“You bet.” be 

When they were both seated at the table, Mary sipped her 
coffee and watched her youngest son devour the cake. A 
smile indented the soft line of her cheeks. Her thoughts were 
soon interrupted by the sound of his chair scraping against 
the polished floor. : 

“That was some kind of fine, Mother.” He stretched his 
arms over the back of the chair with a casual grace, his 
Jong legs extended in front of him. “Lord, it is good to be 
home! I reckon I’m just a visitor nowadays.” His gaze trav- 
eled to the window and there was a touch of, nostalgia in 
his voice. “I miss this place so bad sometimes I can’t stand 
it!” 

“Then why don’t you stay home?- You don’t have to go 
off on those boats. You could stay right up here and get a 
piece of land; raise some cattle, or horses. You have a hand 
for that. You always did real well at FFA.” 

He lit a cigarette. “There’s a lot of difference between 
Future Farmers and running a ranch. I love this place. But 
right now my business is running me instead of the other 
‘way around. Just can’t turn it loose anytime soon.” He 
crushed out the cigarette in an ash tray. “My roots are here, 
I do know that much.” He hunched over in his chair. 

“You should marry and have a family.” 

A funny look she had never seen came over Joe’s face, as 
if a new thought had just entered his head and caused a stir 
among the usual bachelor ones. “You think that would do it, 
ein?” 

’ She said nothing, but rose and carried the dishes to the 
sink. 
Z Grinning, Joe stood up, stretched and ambled out of the 
ouse. 

He was in the barn currying Comanche when his mother 
came bustling out. 

“There’s a long-distance call for you from Captaifi Le Beau. 
Must be something wrong. You better hurry.” 

Joe threw the brush down and ran for the house, He 
picked up the phone and hesitated. “Yeah, cap. What's 
wrong?” 

“Oh hell. The Maggot again.” 
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“What’s Maggio trying to pull now?” 

“You rememba how the Rosella was limpin’ last time 
out? Well, she went kerflunk and so I tow her in. Weil, we 
hadn’t no more than landed at the plant when up come this 
big tall game warden fella, and he say we got bad nets. He 
confiscat both load, and boy, I told you, we was almos’ full. 
Joe, I check them net myself, me. And they nuttin’ wrong wid 
them. Not a damn ting. Anyhoo, they got us haul up here in 
court and they throwin’ the book. Sound like they talk big 
fine.” 

“Son of a bitch! What they trying to say is wrong with 
the nets?” , 

“Hell, boy! Too small! They say we catchin’ them small 
shwimps. Damn, you ought see the size them shwimps we 
caught. Some eight, ten inch. We was hittin’ ’°em good after 
that little blow other day. I know the Maggot, he behind it all, 
*cause I see one his bully boy wid the warden. I tink pretty 
sure that game warden on the payroll, ’ein?” : 

“Maggio can have the whole damn waterfront of Galves- 
ton, but he ain’t touching my piece of it!” 

“Joe, it gonna take more than meanness to get us out of 
this one. Or the next one he set up. This is big. Them 
Mafiosos, they behind this. You know they run ten of us 
little fella outa business this year, includin’ the man we took 
over from, ’ein? They puttin’ on the pressure now. They want 
all the shwimps in the Gulf of Mexico!” 

“Are you in jail?” . 

“You know it.” 

“TH be down to bail you all out. And listen, if you can, 
get word to the rest of the luggers to stay out till we know 
what’s going to happen next, ’ein? No—never mind. I'll do. 
it through New Orleans. They’re probably monitoring 
Galveston radio.. Where were the boats last time you heard?” 

“They headin’ east, followin’ the storm. They oughta pick 
up New Ohlen by now. I espek they probly off Calcasieu 
Light about now. But they loaded and ready to bring 
theyselfs in. Joe, I tell you. Be careful, they gonna be layin’ 
for you. Them Mafiosos don’t care who get hurt.” 

Joe hung up the phone and started grabbing clothes, 
throwing them into a bag, As he was about to leave, a thought 
caught up with his mind and he picked up the phone. The 
dialing fingers were nervous, as was his voice. 

“Jean? Joe. Listen, honey, can I talk to you? I have to go 
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out of town and... Yes... Please let me come by for 
a minute before I leave ... All right. See you in a few 
minutes.” 

She was sitting on the porch when he drove up, and he 
felt a quickening pulse at the sight of her. The sun haloed her 
bright hair, and as she came down the steps to meet him, 
she reminded him of how a queen must look. 

He took both her hands in his. She laid her head against 
the curve of his neck. 

“Joe? What is it? What’s wrong?” 

“Does it show?” 

“J sense something.” ; 

“[’ve got to go away. Something’s happened to a couple 
of the boats down at Galveston.” 

“What is it? Anyone hurt?” Her eyes mirrored his concern. 

“Not yet. But there will be bloodshed over it!” 

She drew back at the sudden tensing of his body and 
looked with shock at the anger in his eyes. 

“Joe?” 

He forced a grin and hugged her to him. “It’s nothing for 
you to fret about. Just a little mix-up. ll straighten it all out 
when I get there. Have you... bave you thought any 
about what I told you earlier today?” 

A rosy flush glowed from her cheeks. Jean lowered her 
eyes and nodded. 

‘Darling, I know I can’t rush you—and'I don’t want to. 
But I sure do wish you’d try hard to like me. Maybe give 
me a chance to make up for . . . things.” | 

She peeked at him through her hair. “I... Joe, think” 
about it! I mean, these things happen, you know, and—” 

“Hell yeah, they happen—but not ever to me before! Not 
like this. And I’m not ever going to let anything come between 
us.” 

Jean smiled. “I’ve thought of nothing but you from the 
first time I saw you.” | 

His hands touched her hair. “Jean, I love you. I don’t 
know how it happened. But I do know why. You're every- } 
thing I ever wanted in a woman.” 

‘ “Don’t hurt me, Joe. Don’t mistake a sudden explosion 
‘or—” 

“Hush ... hush, now. I know I’ve got a reputation but, 
Jeannie, don’t you see? It’s because I’ve been looking all 
these years for you. For you, darling.” 

“When will you be back? I'll miss you.” 
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“Soon. Just as soon as possible. Maybe tomorrow. But just 
as soon as I can.” 

“Pil be in Houston, but V'Il probably come home tomorrow 
night.” 

He held her face between his palms and smiled into the 
sparkling eyes that still searched his. “Jean, I’m thirty-two 
years old. Too old and too tired for games. It took me a long 
time to find you, but when I did it wasn’t but an instant till 
I knew what you would mean to me. Could it possibly be 
the same for you?” 

Suddenly the eyes were hidden by that sweep of lashes. 

“Joe, leave me something until I’m sure that you’ll come 
back to me. Till I’m sure that you’re not just caught in the 
excitement of a new affair.” 

A sigh slipped to the surface and he released her, taking her 
with him to the car. Once again’ his lips held hers briefly, 
and then he got in the car, pausing a moment, almost saying 
something. Instead he smiled. 

Then he was gone. Jean touched her lips and blew her 
love toward his disappearing car. There was silence on the 
hill once more, broken only by her whispered confession. 
“Tm afraid I do love you, Joe Devereaux.” 


Chapter Six 


As Joe stepped from his car in front of the Galveston court- 
house, he was surrounded by a ring of men in slick business 
suits. One was a man of such average proportions and 
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features that no one would ever notice him, unless they knew 
he was the man who was trying to set up his “family” in 
Galveston County. : 

Joe drew himself up with his back to the car. “I won’t ask 
you why you're here, Maggot, or what you want. But I’ll tell 
you the answer is no. Hell no. And you don’t have enough 
thugs or enough money. here or anywhere to stop me or 
put me out of business.” 

“Boy! What makes you think I’m wanting to harm you? 
I want to help you out: You know, it appears to me that you 
ain’t too good a businessman. I mean, who in his right mind 
would fish with illegal nets?” 

“You son of a bitch! You know goddam well those nets 
weren’t—” 

“Shuddup, boy. What you need is someone to take you 
in hand and teach you some social graces and business 
sense. Now I’m willing to take you on as a partner—” 

“Like hell!” 

*{ said, ’'m willing to take you on as a‘partner and help 
you. Give you advice and counsel you on how to run your 
business and make more money. There’s all kinds of ways to 
make money with those little boats that you ain’t even 
heard of. Now, I already got me enough shrimping partners 
to cut you out. But I got a sense of fair play about me, boy. 
I want to'do what’s right. So?” 

“Maggot, you’re a good man. J bet all I’d have to do to get 
your patronage is sign over half my business.” 

“Ordinarily, yes. But in your case, hardheaded as you 
are, I’d have extra worries. I’d need at least seventy-five 
percent. But that would give you a full twenty-five percent 
of carefree profits.” 

“And what would I.have to pay for this opportunity of a 
lifetime?” 

The bony hand grasped his shoulder, and Joe shuddered. 

“Not a cent, boy. You wouldn’t have to do a thing but 
sign this little paper here for me, and I'll take care of you.” 
Maggio produced a document from his coat pocket. ; 

Joe took it and glanced at it briefly. “You got a pen?” 

Maggio looked at him in surprise, then smugly at his 
audience. 

“Right here, boy.” He uncapped it and handed it to Joe. 

With a great deal of flourish Joe wrote on the bottom line, 
handed the paper back to Maggio, capped the pen and placed 
it in his own coat pocket. He pushed through the group. 
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The man held the paper up for his compatriots to see the 
accomplishment; he frowned at the laughter they tried to hide; 
and he cursed loudly as he read the bold writing at the 
bottom. Instead of the signature of Joe Devereaux, in bold 
black script were the words “Fuck You!” 

“That bastard has declared war!” Maggio’s eyes were 
steely as he watched Devereaux disappear into the court- 
house. 

Two hours later Joe left the court with his two crews, who 
laughed merrily, although their boss shrimper still stalked 
with anger. 

“A beer, Joe! Let’s take ourselves over to the Harbor 
House and celebrate you take the wind out the game warden 
even before he get inside the courtroom, ’ein?” - 

“Hey, Joe! What you done tol’ him, ’ein?” 

They were seated around a large table at the dilapidated 
waterfront bar before Joe was Pemuages to talk. He 
answered in Cajun. 

“I told him, me: “You got you tail in a crack, you! And 
ain’t enough money, nowhere, no, to save it you don’t manage 
to testify so you lose this case. Me, I am one mean Cajun. I 
cut you guts out one dark night soon, we lose this case!” 
Though Joe’s Cajun French was not:as flowing as his friends’, 
it was good enough. No one else in the bar could understand 
the wild bunch who spoke the dialect and who were led by 
the polished gent in the black leather jacket. The man’s anger 
still sputtered and spewed from his dark eyes while he sipped 
the beer. 

“Joe, where the boats when you call them, *ein?” 

“Where you said they'd be—off Cameron. I told them to 
move into the plant tonight and unload. I want the rest of 
you to go get the Angel and the Rosella and bring them down 
to the plant—vite. Take this paper to get them out of 
impoundment, Papa. Maybe we can save the shrimp, ’ein?” 

“Oui. It be done.” 

Joe began again in the dialect. “Me, I’m gone to sell them 
and the loads coming in, too. I expect we’re not going to sell 
around here, though, ’ein? Have to take me to Houston for 
that. I take care of the details. You men can take yourselves 
home until six Tuesday morning—after you get the shrimp 
in the coolers, ’ein?” 

“Oui!” 
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Chapter Seven 


Andrew Bartel’s craggy features clearly showed his boredom 
as he leaned against the wall with folded arms and observed 
the candidates. Even if he hadn’t acquainted himself thor- 
oughly with the files of each he would have been. able to state 
that none would be a good poker player. Their expressions 
were stoic to a man, but preoccupation with their hopes was 
seen in little things—the nervous tap against portfolio case; 
the plump chain-smoker, the one who looked periodically 
into his case to be sure he hadn’t forgotten anything. One of 
them hadn’t arrived yet. The woman. 

Bartel moved toward the window and looked out. Good old 
muggy Houston. Fog and drizzle: Prelude to a norther. He 
always wound up here at least three times a year. No number 
of assistants or even his uncle could handle the Houston 
investments, it seemed. Las Vegas was his headquarters, the 
home of ABC—his ABC, the conglomerate. A fitting enough 
place for it, Las Vegas. Bartel knew how to gamble—and 
win. But the Bartelman name, which like his uncle he’d 
shortened to Bartel, meant “Houston,” as did his maternal 
name, Rosenberg. Houston was always calling back this 
offspring, one of her special breed of movers and shakers. 
Bartel’s ancestors had been among the first Jews to make 
themselves known—and accepted—in early Houston. None 
of the line had ever been naive enough’ to think other than 
financial weight had got the door open, not even Andrew, 
who was third-generation. 


av 


The men in his league were not the merchant class of 
Houston’s ultra-hype bourgeoisie, but créme de la créme 
(laced with bourbon) who dealt in expansion of kingdoms. 

Where the old men had started coastwise tanker deliveries 
of crude oil in their own rustbuckets, the new Messrs. 
Houston owned stainless-steel fleets of superships; the older 
entrepreneur had negotiated with leases of sometimes 
dubious acquisition while the new “wildcatter’ controlled 
oilfield, refinery, service station and the pipeline headed 
north; the grandfathers had prided themselves in twenty- 
story skyscrapers, the new breed built sixty-story glass monu- 
ments and let insurance companies underwrite them. The 
older men might have begun their own banks, but their heirs 
held chains called bank groups. 

One thing separated Andrew Bartel from his lofty peers, 
however. While they were mainly concerned in one central 
orb—international petroleum, international banking, con- 
struction, manufacturing, shipping—Bartel juggled all these 
and other: spheres, too, under the umbrella of his own 
worldwide holding company. He used the sciences of com- 
puterization and cybernetics to their fullest applications. He 
started with the desired result and then computed both the 
statistical and human elements required to bring about his 
goals. In ten years of concentrated, highly selective 
blitzkrieging he had gained control of companies in vast 
numbers which few others seemed able to perceive in their 
full potential. With backing from another area which the 
western world in 1969 was just beginning to acknowledge— 
the Arabian Peninsula—he had guided the futures of his gray 
companies into bold black which spread increasingly over 
financial pages. 

Only a few had yet comprehended the vastness of what 
Bartel had accomplished. Those few saw a relative metaphor 
that they attached to him with mixed awe in the form of a 
sobriquet: “The Eagle.” Bartel’s likeness compared, some 
felt, to that entity seldom seen except as it circles and soars 
on the highest winds, where with perfect sight it finds and 
feeds on the weak and dying and turns useless forms back 
into power. It is the symbol of power, revered and envied 
throughout the world for its dominion over the mundane from 
the time of the Pentateuch—it was the standard for imperial 
Rome, the emblem of Napoleon, the central character in the 
national seal of the United States and in the logotype of 
ABC. 
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And since Bartel. was a modern Midas who turned every- 
thing he touched into gold and who ironically had a crown 
of straight blond hair upon his head, he had become at 
thirty-seven years old the Golden. Eagle’ of international 
finance. 

Yet there had never been an article written about Andrew 
Bartel’s conglomerate. His only publicity was in little items 
about Andrew Bartel, Houstonian, jet-setter, lawyer-playboy | 
at large. 

To encourage this pap he made appearances at the right 
social events, contributed to the right charities, participated 
on the right nonprofit boards—this on two continents while 
his chairing of profit-reaping boards was a quiet fact on six 
continents. 

These were not the matters that concerned him now. He 
was irritated at having to wait. If hiring the head architect 
of the largest urban-renewal project ever attempted hadn't 
been of such primary importance he would have relegated 
the chore. But too much flak was coming down on Bartel 
Construction Company. The project was on the verge of 
sinking. Especially since it was the last such project funded 
by a Democratic establishment that was being replaced by its 
opposite. If this were- the only fence that needed repairs 
it wouldn’t be a problem. But there was more and more 
nationalism cropping up among his Arab partners. Now that 
they'd been shown how it was done, did they need a Jew? 
Though he never bought bonds for Israel or participated in 
anything that could ever remotely be connected with Zionism, 
his heritage chafed at them, even though he’d turned their- 
billions into multibillions. 

A movement in the adjoining darkened room caught his 
eye; he sauntered over to the door and flipped on the light 
switch. It was a standoff as to who startled whom—the 
astonished redhead who sat with knees huddled beneath her 
chin, or he who had expected anything but what he saw. 
He was at once diverted by her fright. 

He smiled. “Hello?” 

“T guess I’m not supposed to be in here.” 

“Tt’s all right.” He walked over and sat beside her, while 
she straightened her skirt and put her feet into shoes on the 
floor. 

“You've been sitting here awhile?” 

“No. Well, yes. An hour or so.” 

a sharp eyes appraised her from the chocolate wool to 





the green eyes and vibrant hair that carried a strange streak 
of pure silver away from her forehead. 

“Tt hate to appear inquisitive, but what are you doing 
here?” 

“Waiting. I guess I’d better go in yonder.” 

“No. Sit back. What are you waiting for?” Then remem- 
bering there was a woman in the group, he asked, “You're 
the lady architect?” His voice carried the annoying sugges- 
tion that'she couldn’t be. 

“Yes. I’m Jean Iversen.” 

He leaned forward. “I remember. You recommended 
changes in the structural specifications. But tell me, Miss— 
Mrs. Iversen. Do you really think you can do this job? Do 
you have children? What does your husband say about your 
spending a good portion of your days around a crew of con- 
struction workers?” - 

Jean straightened, her eyes flashing a warning. “If it’s any 
of your business, I’m a qualified architect and engineer, and 
my work has never harmed my children; and I don’t intend 
that it will.’ 

“The rest of the family?” He was enjoying the ire he’d 
aroused. 

“There’s no one but my sons and my housekeeper.” 

“Divorced?” 

“Widowed.” She spat out the hated word quickly. 

He leaned back with folded hands, watching her. Her legs 
were tightly crossed and she held her hand to her face, head 
lowered. Very long legs. Nice. And a very nice complexion 
to go with the bright hair and eyes. 

Jean was only aware that it had been stupid to think she 
might actually have a chance. She held her jaws firm, teeth 
tight. No matter what, she would under no circumstances 
allow herself to cry. Who was this man, anyway? He was 
right, of course. No woman would have a chance. Her faint 
dreams of burning the mortgage on the house disintegrated, 
and she began to think of how much it would cost to buy 
new tires for the station wagon, rather than buying a new 
car as she had wanted. 

He interrupted her thoughts. “I didn’t mean to discourage 
you.” 

Jean. looked up and was surprised at the expression that 
had replaced the blasé superiority. He smiled and touched 
her arm. 

“You'll have as much chance as any of the others. Listen, 
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my dear. If you'll excuse me a moment, I'll be right back. 
Then we'll see if we can find a cup of coffee around here, 
hm?” He was quite charming and brought a smile to her 
face. ; 

Jean nodded as she watched the slender, blond-haired man 
leave the room. 


When Andrew Bartel entered the boardroom, he was 
greeted with the utmost respect despite the fact that he was 
half the age of most of the board members. 

“Mr. Bartel. Good morning. How do you feel about hiring 
one of the assistants as opposed to another out-of-stater?” 

“I was just considering that enigmatic question, Mr. Bam- 
berger. I was out of the country when all of the hubbub 
erupted and Hamner left our employ.” Andrew picked up 
three files from the table and looked through them. “It 
comes to mind that one of them did a remarkable bit of re- 
vamping on the plan—going to amount to a big dollar sav- 
ings for the firm. A 

“Yes, I recall. Which one was it?” 

“It was... ” He was engrossed in a folder’s contents. 
“Who has the Iversen file?” 

“The woman? Here it is?” 

“Thank you.” He took it and studied it carefully, nodding 
with approval. “Weigh this one carefully ... Very im- 
pressive, considering the age of the applicant, wouldn’t you 
say? The only one who’s a licensed structural engineer.” 

“Seems to be. But the age, the lack of experience, is a 
drawback, I’d say.” - 

“4nd a woman? Nonsense. Bartel, you don’t expect this 
board to seriously consider a woman?” 

He bristled. “I think the consideration should be the 
qualifications of the applicant.-Look at this, for example. 
Who else has nine letters of recommendation? The one from 
her employing architectural firm—very prestigious group, I 
might add——where she worked during her training. It states 
here that she was assigned to the design team for the MTI 
Building in Manhattan. They seem to consider her some sort 
of whiz kid. The president of the firm indicates that they had 
every intention of making Jean Iversen a full partner mem- 
ber of the firm. Apparently there were clients waiting for 
her, but her husband insisted they come back to Texas to 
raise the children. I don’t see anyone else who is comparably 
qualified, do you? And take this letter from the dean of her 
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engineering school. He recommended her for a government 
study—-she was chief researcher—that proved the theory of 
photomechanical model analysis. is a valid method of deter- 
mining degrees of stress a building will endure. You'll notice 


‘that Mrs. Iversen’s is the heaviest file. One reason is this 


copy of the eighty-page report she did for Bartel, evaluating 
our own design in light of the studies she’d done. She worked 
on this for three months at the Rice lab. Do you realize 
how much we’d have to pay an engineering firm for a report 
like this? A member of our own staff! Gentlemen, are we 
going to turn this talent away simply because her anatomical 
structure is different from ours? This work she did will more 
than justify her salary for the entire five-year project.” 

He slapped the report in his hand. “Her proposal calls for 
a vastly improved structural scheme with higher-grade steel 
and a twenty-five percent decrease in tonnage. Mrs. Iversen 
and her photomechanical technique of analysis have pro- 
duced an optimal design. And our operations people antici- 
pate additional savings in fabrication and erection costs. 
Correspondence from HUD just last week stated that they 
would accept the plans—primarily because of the informa- 
tion contained in her report. My votes will be cast according 
to this file information, not according to sex.” 

“We can expect a Bartel block, then?” 

“T don’t know yet. But consider this applicant carefully.” 
He turned and left the boardroom. 

Jean was sitting on the sofa in a rather discouraged pos- 
ture, but she managed a friendly smile when he entered and 
sat beside her. 

“I believe I promised you coffee. Are you ready? Uncle 
Fred’s always late. Let’s go over to the lounge and have a 
cup.” 7 

“Uncle Fred?” 

“I'm Andy Bartel, Legal Aid Society personified. Yes, he’s 
my uncle.” 

Jean shook her head. 

He stood up, laughing, that cynical smile back on his face. 

“Come on.” 

She stood up too, and was again annoyed as he regarded 
her height and the cling of her clothes. But she went with 
him. Even though he was rather irritating, he was company. 

In the hall they spied Fred Bartel, whose strut shouted to 
the world that he was president of one of the world’s largest 
construction companies. He had the same slender dignity 
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as his nephew, but he was shorter and his hair was thinning 
and gray. 

“Andy! Got to talk to you. Pardon me, miss. Andy, I’ve 
got a hold of the fellow, what’s his name—in San Francisco 
—I think he'll take it over!” 

Andrew glanced at Jean, who had turned away, and a 
scheming glint appeared in his eyes. 

“Fred, I want you to meet someone. Jean Iversen, one of 
your planning assistants. Remember the plan innovations 
you liked? She’s the one who made them.” 

The older man looked to Jean, and she hunched slightly 
in an automatic reaction to his being shorter and smiled. 

The man took her hand, looking at his nephew as if to 
say, “No—you're mistaken.” 

“Jean is excellent in her field. I’ve had my eye on her for 
some time now.” 

Fred Bartel, who continued to look at Andy as if he were 
out of his mind, drew him aside. “Excuse us, young lady.” 

Jean nodded with a smile and walked down the corridor, 
pausing at the further end before a window. 

Andrew Bartel watched her graceful straight-backed walk 
while his uncle fumed. 

“A woman? Andy, you’re out of your mind! I want that 
man from California. He’s good and he’s got the reputation 
that will keep the government happy.” 

“The government! Women and blacks! That’s what’s in 
with Uncle Sam. And incidentally, how much do you think 
he’ll cost us?” Andrew leaned conspiratorially toward his 
uncle. The older man’s attitude changed immediately as he 
followed Andy’s line of vision and looked at the woman 
again. 

“But don’t you think she’s really too pretty for this kind 
of job?” 

“Uncle Fred, those modifications she submitted will save 
what? Half a million? More? She wasn’t too pretty for you 
to take her recommendations on that.” 

“Well, I didn’t know it was her. I mean... . 

Andrew’s glance whithered the uncle. “You'd have said, 
‘Sorry, Hamner, can’t save money on suggestion from a 
woman’? And need I remind you, you’ve fired Hamner.” 

“Well, yes.” 

“Probably get that smart little widow for less ‘than your 
West Coast man.” 

“Well . . . there’s no doubt that you have an intuition 
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about this sort of thing. You’re not chairman of the board 
for nothing.” There was a tinge of resentment in that state- 
ment. “Let me talk to the board. Go get her and meet me 
in twenty minutes in the boardroom. The other members are 
here, aren’t they?” 

“Yes.” 

As Fred walked quickly away, Andrew laughed to him- 
self and headed toward the redhead. “What are you looking 
at?” 

“Nothing.” 

“When do you want to move into your new offices?” 

She didn’t understand at first. 

“You have the job, Mrs. Iversen.” 

Jean opened her mouth, and he could see the joy expand 
on her face as she finally understood. She grabbed his hands. 

“Really truly?” . 

“Really truly!” He laughed, reflecting her excitement. 
Her hands holding his were cool and damp and not a little 
thrilling as he watched her bright greenish eyes. 

“Thank you, Mr. Bartel.” Her voice was soft and shaken 
as she pulled her hands. away. Despite his worldliness he 
seemed concerned for her. 

He took her arm and led her into the deserted lounge 
area. 

“I still owe you that cup of coffee.” ; 

“And I have’a feeling that I owe you so much more.” 

He cocked his head and looked at her with raised brows, 
but the implication he’d read into her words didn’t show on 
her face. Still, it was a provocative thought. 

From their talk at the coffee bar, Andrew Bartel. was 
aware of how nervous she was, and his impression that she 
was an unusual, even rare person grew stronger as later he 
watched her meet the board’s inquisition. He knew’ that a 
paralyzing fear sat on her shoulders, yet she ignored its whis- 
pering and appeared self-possessed and charming, an ex- 
tremely bright young woman who sat straight-backed, head 
up, and answered all questions hurled at her by the reluctant 
board of directors of Bartel Construction Company. 

Mrs. Iversen’s beauty didn’t hurt her cause, nor did the 
easy smile and twinkling eyes that pierced through -facades 
and into the recipients’ very soul. When she’d entered the 
boardroom they had merely half-stood to welcome her; but 
when she left they all rose smiling, and watched her leave. 

If she had noticed the empty chair of the head of the 
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board, she didn’t think it important; nor did the members 
indicate that the chairman had sat in the chair across from 
her pretending to be no more than the firm’s legal counsel. 
Andrew Bartel kept his power quiet, but those present were 
well aware of the big stick he was capable of wielding. 

Jean had made Bartel’s battle in her behalf much easier. 
After all the interviews he came out to find her talking ina 
group with the architects. He made his announcement. 

“Gentlemen—and lady—a decision has been made. The 
position is to be filled by the only one of you who in addi- 
tion to being an architect is also a structural engineer. Mrs. 
Karl Iversen.” : 

To his surprise, her reaction to his announcing this in 
front of the other applicants was not one of triumph; rather 
she seemed embarrassed and almost apologetic about it. 
‘After a moment’s shock the men congratulated her with what 
seemed to be sincere best wishes. 

“And now, gentlemen, I must take the new chief architect 
and talk legal with her. If you'll excuse us?” 

She paused and looked back at them. “You all don’t leave 
town, you hear? We are still a team.” 

Bartel apologized for his cramped suite. “We're awfully 
crowded here. When the Tower’s upper stories are completed 
I'll be on top in the exec offices. Perhaps there will be more 
room then.” 

The reception room had a double door that was open to a 
row of offices and reception areas that covered the whole 
side of the building and from which a flow of people moved 
through to Bartel’s executive secretary's rather large office. 
The flow stopped temporarily when Bartel took Jean and 
introduced her to Ben Davidson, the secretary, whose ca- 
pable eyes appraised her with one quick look. She wasn’t in- 
troduced to the female receptionist, but they exchanged 
smiles. 

The lawyer’s own office was enormous, but definitely 
overcrowded with files and stacks of papers, a large con- 
ference-sitting area, and a phone that looked like a minia- 
ture switchboard. He sat down behind the big desk in a 
large leather chair and picked up the phone with the same 
motion that indicated that she should sit. . 

“Hold all calls.” 

He brought her back from her appraisal of the office. 
“May I call you Jean?” 

Her smile was quick. “Oh, yes sir! Please do!” 
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His eyebrows knit in amusement—and concern. Had he 
made the right decision? A woman? And one whe looks like 
this? 

He moved to the seating area and sat across from her, 
writing on a legal pad while he questioned her about every- 
thing in her life, sometimes touching upon the contractual 
agreement he was supposed to be drawing up. Soon, he was 
more confident than ever that his choice had been a wise 
one—the woman not only knew her field, she had her priori- 
ties straight. . 

Once, Bartel left the room for quite a while, but Jean felt 
as if his penetrating eyes were still on her. Eventually he 
came back, announced that he was having coffee and sand- 
wiches sent in and asked if she would like something to 
drink. She declined, but he went to-the cabinet that served 
as a bar and poured himself a Scotch. 

Removing his tweed sport jacket, he motioned for her to 
take hers off. “Get SOE my dear. This may be a long 
and tedious afternoon. 

“Are you adept at any of the martial arts?” he asked, set- 
tling back in his chair. 

“A little karate. Why?” 

“I think you might-need it. You should consider a refresher 
course, construction workers being the breed they are.” 

“I’ve never had any trouble in the past. Besides, as archi- 
tect, I won’t be in the midst of them that often.” 

“From what I’ve seen of your attitude so far, I suspect 
you'll be right there to see that your baby grows up straight 
and tall and exactly as specified.” 

Jean’s face glowed as she realized her good fortune once 
again at having been offered the big job. 

“Mr. Bartel, I feel like dancing and singing—” She 
stopped, remembering her important new title. “I apologize 
that I’m a bit giddy.” 

“TI wouldn’t have you any other way.” He heard her giggle 
then—a delightful fluid sound that caused him to laugh too. 

After Junch, they got down to business. The contract de- 
tails were hammered out by two o’clock, and Jean was sent 
to her office suite a very happy woman. 


It was past eight o’clock when Bartel and Ben Davidson 
walked out of Bartel’s office. He saw a light on down the 
hall. He smiled, sure of who it was. 

“See you in the morning, Ben.” 
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The redhead was leaning in a ballet stance over the con- 
ference table in the work area. Her concentration was di- 
rected totally toward the specs and drawings in front of her. 
His intrusion seemed to disorient her momentarily. 

“It’s late, Jean.” 

“Mr. Bartel!” She glanced at her watch. “Eight-ten! Td 
no idea!” 

‘Have you had dinner?” 

“No. The time just got away from me.” 

“['I] take you to your hotel so you can change. Then we're 
off to dinner.” 

“I have a couple of problems, actually. I haven’t got a 
hotel room—I’ve been staying at the Y, but I didn’t make 
reservations for this week ’cause I thought I might not be 
staying past today. And . . .” 

“What’s your other problem?” 

She grinned at the very female statement she was about to 
make. 

“I only brought one dress and it’s not very dressy.” 

“You can only wear one dress at a time, as I understand 
it. Come along. I’ll get you in a room in one of our hotels 
and then take you to change.” 

“We have hotels, too?” 

“Bartel and ABC have lots of good things.” 

“ABC?” 

“The conglomerate.” 

“You work for them too, huh?” 

“Yes, I work for them too.” 

He laughed and held her jacket for her. He laughed again 
when he saw her old blue Rambler station wagon. “You must 
have a lot of faith to go around in that.” 

“TI happen to like antiques.” 

“Well, I'll be the next white Cad pulling out of the garage. 
Follow me, eh?” 

The area around Jones Hall, Alley Theater, Albert Thomas 
Convention Center, and the Music Hall is a brightly lit 
island only a few blocks square in an otherwise deserted sea 
of dark buildings and dim streets which at night are peopled 
only by derelicts and losers; but the vibrant entertainment 
world is made secure by guarded underground parking and 
connecting tunnels which save evening visitors the perils of 
having to encounter night people. At expensive restaurants, 
which cater to theater crowds, parking valets and suave 
doormen whisk the patron from Cadillac to vestibule without 
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a glance to right or left, and the same in reverse when the 
leisurely meal is done. 

Charlie’s 517 is such a place—small, exclusive and candle- 

lit. Here, Andrew Bartel sat back and relaxed, and dis- 
covered that his dinner companion was a rather shy, refined 
young woman whose gentility was definitely British. 
' This Jean had no idea how really lovely she was. Her at- 
tention to him was a compliment; she had a way of making 
everything he said seem as true as if it had come down from 
Horeb. The studied indifference in his eyes gradually faded, 
leaving an almost youthful glow in their tired gray. 

During dinner he tried but failed to loosen her up with a 
drink, or flattering words; to her it remained a friendly 
dinner between company employees. 

“You said earlier that you felt like dancing. I’m here at 
your service, my dear.” 

Jean smiled. “Do you know it’s nearly midnight and 
we've a long day tomorrow?” 

Begrudgingly, he let her talk him into calling it a night. 
But he did take the liberty of an arm about her waist when 
they left and while they waited for the car to be brought 
around. And the lady good-naturedly allowed it. 


Chapter Eight 


i Tie evening of November 3, the day Jean got her job, Joe 
Devereaux sat slumped over his desk in the smelly fish plant, 
trying to focus his thoughts on the stack of bills he skimmed 
through. Nine tons of prime Gulf shrimp sat iced ready to 
ship whenever the trucks got there. But the trucks were late. 
Joe looked at his watch. Creepy around this damn place with 
everyone gone. He almost wished he’d taken Beau up on 
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his offer to hang around. But hell—who’d have thought the 
frigging trucks would be four hours late? He turned up the 
volume on the radio and half-listened to the. eight-o’clock 
news—until an item caught his attention. 

“And in Houston that multi-jinxed East Side Urban Project 
got a shot in the arm today. A very pretty one at that. 
Andrew Bartel announced for Bartel Construction Company 
that a new architect had been named to replace ousted John 
_ A. Hamner. She is Mrs. Karl Iversen, who until her appoint- 
ment was a planning assistant to Mr. Hamner.” 

Joe grinned. “Bless her heart! She made it!” He picked up 
the phone and dialed her number. “Neva! This is Joe Dev- 
ereaux. Is Jean back yet?” 

“Did you hear, Joe?” 

“Yes! Just now. How about that gal! I didn’t think she 
had as much chance as an ice ball in hell! But don’t tell her 
Isaid that! Can I talk to her?” 

“She’s not here, Joe.” 

“When do you expect her?” 

“Not for several days, I’m afraid. She called earlier to tell 
me she was snowed under but that if you called for me to 
get your number. She was so excited, Joe!” 

“I bet she was. Where’s she staying? Think I'll surprise 
her!” 

As soon as Neva gave Joe Jean’s new address and num- 
ber, he tried to call her, but she was out. 

At ten o’clock she was still’ out. He slammed the phone 
down. Where in hell was she? The trucks had left with the | 
shrimp, and he was worried, too, about the reason they had 
been late—held up by flat tires; nails in the road around a 
curve where they were on them before they could slow. 
The truckers had vowed not to come down to the Devereaux 
Shrimp Company again. “Not till you get this thing straight- 
ened out, Mr. Devereaux.” 

Goddam Maggio! 

Joe proceeded carefully, watching for nails and ambush as 
he drove over the shell road. He bathed and changed 
clothes at his apartment before heading for Houston. The 
thought of holding Jean in his arms again obliterated his 
business troubles. As he recalled the sweet memory of yester- 
day morning in her room, and the unplanned lovemaking, 
he could feel again her body under his and relived the” 
whole experience in his mind. God, he loved that woman! It 
seemed impossible to realize that he’d met her only two brief 
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days before. By the time he got to her hotel he was primed 
and ready. 

“Mrs. Iversen is not in her room, sir.” 

Joe turned from the desk, agitated, and sat in the lobby 
cracking his knuckles and glaring at the door. 

It was past midnight when the doorman opened the door 
of a white Cadillac and there was Jean, in a purple dress that 
swirled about her thighs and flirted with her legs as she got 
out. He’d never seen her in a street dress before. She looked 
great! Purple was a good color for her, and the dress. draped- 
across those fabulous breasts he loved, and emphasized her 
slender waist before the skirt flared and fluttered. He stood, 
but saw her pause, turning to the tall man in a gray suit who 
came around the car. 

The son of a bitch was coming in with her! Joe stood 
clenching and unclenching his fists as he watched her get her 
key, then walk slowly to the elevator, talking with the suave 
man who held her arm and looked at her most possessively. 
The big blond bastard towered over Jean. Suddenly Joe felt 
inadequate, and very foolish. Especially when the man got 
onto the elevator with her, and Joe saw the way she looked 
up at him. 

Hurrying to the elevator, Joe saw that the elevator licht 
paused on the third floor. What was her room number? He 
took the slip of paper from his pocket: 317. Joe turned and 
walked quickly out of the hotel, seething. _ 

“Well. Goddam . . . should have known that gal was too 
good to be true. Those big innocent blue eyes! Shit! Innocent, 
my ass! And what the fuck did you expect, Joe Devereaux, 
you silly s.o.b.? A gal that looks like her! Well, he’d got him- 
self a piece of it, anyway. And by God, he’d performed 
better than most! He hoped she’d remember that— "Cause 
Joe knew he’d sure as hell remember her!. 

Far into the night, Joe sat in a bar and beat himself with 
crude mental references to her, convincing himself, he 
thought, that Jean was just another quick lay after all. But 
though the inundating booze and blues drowned him, they 
‘were unable to sweep away the tenacious hold that red- 
headed, big-chested, wiggle-tail gal with the big blue eyes had 
on his heart. 

By some built-in homing instinct Joe brought himself on 
board the Blue Angel before she sailed at six. He was met at 
the gangplank by the short-legged little Cajun captain, who 
stood shaking his head. 
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“Aye, cap. I’m a little drunk.” 

“Me, I'd say so!” The captain helped Joe stumble to his © 
cabin, where he collapsed onto a bunk. 

“Cap? Papa? You ever been done dirt by a woman?” His 
tongue was thick, and he was unsuccessful at lifting his head 
above the pillow. 

“Shu, boy. Lots of times. But none hurts so much as the 
first time. This probly de first time you didn’t have the 
upper hand, and it smarts some. Now you know how them 
poor femynine hearts felt you went round breaking, you.” 
The captain was actually referring to his own daughter, 
Emilie, who had shed more than a few tears over the irre- 
pressible Joe Devereaux. 

Sea, she be calm today, ’ein. Sunshine and sparkle ever- 
where. Like Emilie’s brown eyes. Pretty “tite jeune fille . .. 
why she have to love dis one, ’ein? Joe Dayvro a born heart- 
breaker, him. He never settle down, non . . . but could be 
maybe he done got a little taste, yeah. Some gal step on him 
and send him on down de road, she. Well, Emilie be glad 
pick him up and brush him off. Since first day she lay a 
eye on him at de Breaux Bridge Crayfish Festival, she fell 
- for him—le bon major! She run and tell Papa she met le bon 
major who picture was in de paper that morning. He eatin’ 
crawdads with Beau at de long table, him. She pull Papa over 
and:show him and shu enough, there stood that tall boy in 
gray zip-up flyboy suit. Later, Emilie, she bring le bon major 
over, she and Beau, and make with introduction. Papa, he | 
like Joe from de first eyeball of him. Big man. Good man, de 
major, and very young, but too old for Emilie—she a chile | 
to him. He laugh a lot at her. He like her, and Beau and 
Papa, too, especially when dey all find out his grandpére, he 
left La Belle Cajun in 1927 hurricane. “Hell!” Papa say— 
“La Belle Cajun, she our home!” Le bon Major Dayvro say, 
“You come from La Belle Cajun? I be damn! C’est vrai?” 
Emilie laugh. She say, “You speak Paree French. I teach 
you true Cajun, me!” 

Papa laughed aloud and shook his head at the memories.” 
The smile faded. Le bon major, his luck was not so good) 
now. Them dagos after his ass, them. And on top that, now 
he gotta go get women troubles. . . . 

Le bon Major Devereaux woke up that afternoon with a 
groan when Captain Le Beau reentered the cabin with a may 
of food. 

“Well, boy! Me, I thought you done died!” 
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“Ugh! The way I feel I wish I was done died!” 

Jean... Jean... Jean... her name kept running 
through Joe’s mind. Even though he’d seen it with his own 
eyes... bound to be an explanation . . . bound to be 
» +. yet she had let him mighty quick .. . maybe... 

His thoughts were interrupted by the old Cajun. “Okay. 
You eat. You need someting in you belly.” 

“You act like my keeper.” 

“You act like you need a keepa.” 

Joe grunted and grinned and picked at his food. His head 
hurt. Stupid thing to do, anyway. Get drunk. Didn’t solve a 
damn thing.. 


The hangover left him, but the dark mood held on through- 
out the week. Friday morning he finished his watch and 
walked out of the wheelhouse. Joe stretched and looked at the 
sun just sliding out of the sea. It made a golden-réd path 
across the water, like a-road that he could follow to some- 
where else, where there wouldn’t be heartaches over a gal 
that, dammit, he would give anything to be with right now. 
And there would be no slimy maggots trying to worm into 
his business and eat out its heart. 

Papa LeBeau looked up from where he’d begun to mend 
the nets after the night’s dragging. He. watched his protegé 
curiously. 

“What eatin’ you insides, boy? De gal or de Maggot?” 

“Both.” He looked away. “Goddam, I wish it would come 
& real boat swamper!” 

“Hell, boy! You crazy!” 

He answered in Papa’s dialect. “Crazy nothin’. I like it 
when dat ol’ sea, she swell up and rock de boat round, and 
me, I gotta hang on for all she worth. I like dat wet rain 
tunnin’ down my neck, blowin’ in de door, and the fight wid 


_de wheel to keep her headed into de storm! Yeah! Me, I like 
' competin’ with de sea!” 


“Hell, now I know you crazy! One dese days you gonna be 
hangin’ to a mast out dere and you gonna feel differen’ 
about what excitin-—’ein! That when you gonna know de 
only excitement you ever want again is de sun shinin’ and 
de breeze lullin’.” 

“Yeah, I guess when I get old like you I'll look at it like 
that. But right now, hell thunder! Let her pour and let ‘er 
blow!” 
| “Crazy damn fool!” 
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Joe laughed lustily and went inside to the radio. 

“Hey, Beau! What you doin’ over there, ’ein?” he called. 

The answering voice was a young one. “Ein, Joe. Not 
much. De womens are all sleepin’—I give ’em a rough night 
las’ night.” 

“Well, when they wake up, you send ’em over here, ’ein?” 

“Okay, Joe. Will do. What my papa doing?” 

“Raisin’ hell with me, like always.” . 

A deep voice broke in on them. “Oh, mon! I bet that Joe 
Devereaux out dere with dem little white boats his.” 

“You better know it, mon. Who this?” 

“Dis Jacques Devillier. We headin’ in.” 

“Did you do okay with the shrimps? You fly the red flag 
too, non?” 

“Fair, fair. But de ice machine, she busted again. Gotta 
go in and fix it before de shwimps we got is ruined.” 

“What’s your position? Maybe I can fix that motor for 
you.” When he heard Jacques’ boat's location Joe said, “You 
want to pull.over our way and let me take a look at it?” 

“Yeah, mon. Dat be fine, fine.” 


Jt was noon before Joe had the refrigerator motor on 
Devillier’s boat running again. Back on the Angel he ate a 
lunch he had no taste for and went to his quarters. He hadn't 
settled in before there was a knock at the door. 

“Tt just the.ol’ man.” 

“Come in, Cap. Sit down.” He motioned for Papa to take 
the chair by the desk. 

“Aye. Didn’t want nothin’. I was just killin’ time, me. What 
you got there?” ; 

“Fhese are some magazines I got in the mail last time in. 
T haven’t had time to look at them. Want something to read? 
{ got a Saturday Review here, and a Mechanix Illustrated.” 
He lifted the magazines and lay them back down as he called 
the titles. “Here’s one you might like. Field and Stream... 
Aviator . . . you think you'd like any of these?” 

Cap scratched his head. “You ain’t got none them girlie 
magzines with de big picture, have you?” 

Joe grinned. “You ain’t as old as I thought, there. No, I 
don’t have any of those. They haven’t got anything new in 
them. I’ve seen that kind of merchandise enough I don’t have 
to look at pictures to learn about it!” 


“Hell, boy! I ain’t plannin’ on gittin’ educated by ’em. I 


was just wantin’ to refresh my memry some, dat all.” 
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“Take it from me, they haven’t changed.” 

“You oughta know.” He picked up a Saturday Review and 
thumbed through it casually. “Speakin’ of girls . . . how you 
feel *bout Emilie? She de reason we meet, and de reason you 
in this business. How you like her, ’ein?” ‘ 

“What do you mean, ‘How do I like her’? I think she’s a 
fine girl. Why?” 

“She tol’ me to find out how you feel about her, dat all.” 

Joe laughed. “I'll bet if she knew you were so blunt about 
it, she’d wring your neck.” : 

“Well, how do you feel ’bout her, ’ein?” 

He rubbed his cheek. “Well, I think she’s a lot of fun, and 
a nice girl, and I think a lot of her, and like to be around 
her, and . ... I guess that’s all.” 

“I was hopin’ it were more dan dat, you know?” 

Joe looked down at his hands and cracked his knuckles. 

“Yeah, I know. But I never led her on, Cap. You know 
that.” 

“Yeah. I know. That why I can still like you when I know 
my chile, she love you.” He laid the magazine down and 
turned to face Joe, who now sat up on the bunk. “Why you 
don’t marry Emilie, ’ein? You de only one them boys alway 
comin’ around her that I like. You be a good son. Why you 
don’t do it, ’ein? You all she talk about—her big hansome 
Joe.” j 

His face turned red. “Hell, Cap, I love Emilie, too—like 
my little sister. But I ain’t ready to settle down. There’s just 
too damn much to do in the world to get tied down. I’d make 
a lousy husband. I don’t like being told what to do. If I 
married her, you would hate me, ’cause I just am not good 
husband material.” He stood up and jammed his fingers 
tightly in his jeans pockets. 

“You love someone else, Joe?” 

There was no answer. Joe walked over to the door and 
pushed it open, his eyes intent on the gray sea as ‘he leaned 
against the frame. 

“Okay, boy. I leave you alone. You don’t even know you 
own mind or feelings, that you. problem.” He patted Joe on 
the back as he passed by him. “T’ll see you in a little while, 
“ein?” Outside, he turned and looked at Joe again. “But I 
gonna tell you dis. It all done come too easy for you, and 
you don’t know if you could even handle de rough time, 
‘ein? You ain’t never had none, An’ if you did, you probly 
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try to bulthead you way out it like you do with everythin’ 
else.” 

“Now what the hell you talking about? Fight my way out 
of what?” - 

“I meant what I say. You ain’t never iearned dat can’t 
nobody win ’em all, boy. You got your share of losin’ ahead 
of you, an’ no matter how you bullhead, you still gonna lose 
some, you.” 


Chapter Mine 


After Cap had gone, Joe stood frowning a few minutes, his 
tall frame blocking the light from the door. Then he. shrugged 
and walked: back to the bunk, where he picked up a magazine 
and fell back on the pillow. He switched on the lamp and 
thumbed through the magazine, stopping now and then, but 
nothing caught his interest. 

Joe gave it up and tossed the magazine aside, and with a 
weary groan placed his forearm across his eyes. Scooting 
down, he turned on his side to face the bulkhead, where he 
counted the screws in the wall. He turned again onto his 
back and crossed his leg atop his knee, studying his foot in 
the air. Why in hell couldn’t he sleep? And why did Cap’s 
strange warning bother him so? Had he ever Jost? Almost 
lost his friggin’ life once, when he’d barely ejected before 
his plane caught fire and crasheé—after a SAM ripped off 
the tail. But hadn’t he won that? The old man was partly 
right. Joe Devereaux had never lost anything that could be 
touched with the hand or seen with the eye. 

Damn crazy old man, anyway! Maybe Joe Devereaux was 
a Cajun by blood, but East Texas was awful strongly trans- 
fused in him. Would he ever really understand them, these 
Cajuns? He spoke the dialect now, somewhat, but the strange 
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fatalistic outlook was hard to comprehend. Maybe it was still 
the stigma and the heartbreak of 1763 that held them, for 
few had ever become more than what their ancestors had 
been. Or perhaps it was that when a Louisiana Frenchman 
made a place for himself in the world he suddenly became 
Creole. . . . No, most Cajuns wouldn’t be anything -but what 
they are—a tough, wiry breed of isolationists. Yet, he’d 
walked right in, had become one of them. 

When he’d met them, these Cajuns, it was shortly before 
his severance from the Air Force. Barksdale Field, Bossier 
City, Louisiana. Public relations—a friggin’ insult to a man 
who'd spent two tours in Nam piloting an F-105. 

Joe’s memories poured past and, selectively, he snatched 
some and analyzed himself according to the codes he’d been 
taught all his life. What he saw in the man who’d finally made 
it down the Mekong to safety hidden in a straw boat was 
that he’d lost twenty-eight pounds and every ounce of his 
nerve; Joe Devereaux had become afraid to die. Before the 
moment the tail flew off his fighter, Joe Devereaux had been 
invincible. But dangling in the air, watching the plane fall 
and explode when it hit the jungle, he realized for the first 
time that he could die. The suggestion solidified in his mind 
as ‘he hid and ran through much of North Vietnam and Laos, 
skirting the Ho Chi Minh Trail because he knew where it 
went, until he lucked out with the crew of a riverboat that 
played both sides against the middle and would have thought 
nothing of turning him in if the expected reward might be 
greater than what he’d promised them. 

A month on his hands to think, first as.a patient, then as 
an outpatient. Time to think, and to see, when he wandered 
restless through the hospital corridors, and to recognize what 
war really was when boiled down to its putrid essence—the 
extract of hate. ; 

When he went into Saigon it was no better. And one day, 
for a motive still unclear to him, Joe talked to a newsman. 
Talked? No, he spilled his guts. It was a day that the leaden 
weight within his chest was particularly heavy. The same day 
that another outpatient had had his masculinity split by a 
well-placed razor within the supposedly pleasant confines of a 
bar girl’s anatomy. The same day he’d seen an American 
eighteen-year-old OD in the street while the pusher, another 
eighteen-year-old—a Vietnamese—walked nonchalantly away. 

It was at the height of the Tet Offensive, and Saigon was 
decidedly and increasingly unsafe. Joe had gotten back to the 
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base hospital only to see the extract like acid eat away at 
American limbs and bowels and brains as the casualties 
were carted in. 

That was when the news reporter found him and when 
Joe Devereaux’s resignation became a predestined thing. 

He was called in next day and chewed up one side and 
down the other. But his own anger boiled over and burned 
the colonel and the general both. Because of the publicity 
he was enticed to stay in, stay cool—how would it look to 
the people if he was court-martialed for saying, among other 
things, that the U.S. had no business in the fucking war? And 
since it was what the harried war correspondants had been 
trying to say for five years it received national coverage, 
and put the brass in a touchy situation. 

The bothersome major was given a cush U.S. job-——public 
relations. Joe was officed at Barksdale, near his home, and 
from there he went all over the nation to college campuses 
and civilian clubs as living proof that the U.S. military was 
not afraid of freedom of speech. As incentive to check his 
attitude, he was promised light colonel in six months. Coin- 
cidentally he had six months to go before he could resign. 

Joe said some of what the speechwriters had down for 
him, but most of what he said was ad-lib and antiwar, and 
by August of 1968 the USAF had been happy to see him 
leave. 

So how did he end up here on a bunk on a bobbing cork 
of a smelly old boat, suffering under the premonition of 
doom for his new love affair and for his new business? 

He’d met his new family, the Cajuns, on a routine assign- 
ment to South Louisiana—the Breaux Bridge Crayfish Fes- 
tival. His arrival had been duly publicized, with the schedule 
of hours he would be at the local recruiter’s office. After 
he had spoken at the noon luncheon of the Lions Club, he 
answered the challenge to enter the crayfish-eating contest 
on a dare. 

A pile of the boiled crustaceans was set in front of him, 
and he stood in zippered flight fatigues and exchanged rep- 
artee with a short wiry-haired young Cajun who competed 
across the table from him. He lost good-naturedly to the 
other man, who eventually lost to the woman who won the 
contest. 

The Cajun was Beau Le Beau. They went for a beer and 
were soon joined by a swishy-tailed petite girl with everything ~ 
well put together from the top of her curly black hair to her 

2 


size-five slippers. Everything in between was exceptional— 
the red miniskirt, the white sweater shell, the dusky olive 
complexion without flaw—and she had an exquisite little doll 
face. She had the exuberance of youth and the nerve of a 
B-girl when she wanted something. And from the first, Beau’s 
sister Emilie had wanted le bon Major Devereaux. 

The weekend after Breaux Bridge, Joe kept his promise to 
go to the village of La Belle Cajun and see the land his 
forefathers had left forty years and more before. He went 
to: his first fais-dodo. It never took much to gather a bunch 
of fiddle- and dance-loving Cajuns together, and the coming 
of the good major who was returning home to the land his 
p’pere had left, well, tien! 

The knee-slapping,. foot-stomping free-for-all was held in 
a large building next to the old church. It had orice been a 
school but now was the equivalent of a community center. 
Except for the fais-dodo it was used mainly for religious 
festivities—wedding receptions, Christening parties and the 
like. 

After a few rounds on the dance floor to the raucous twang 
of the fiddle, the dance-provoking song of the accordion and 
the gentling ring of the tres fers, Joe sat down and allowed 
Emilie to bring him a cherry flip—cherry juice and booze. 
Just as she pérched on his lap, a boisterous slap on the back 
nearly collapsed his lungs. It was the papa and big brother 
of chére who had in such a violent way gained his attention. 

Papa was feeling good. “You—bebé! You scootdaddle! 
Me, I gonna take four-three step back and give talk to this 
young bull.” . 

“Oh, Papa! No business tonight? Le bon major is mine!” 

Papa yelled, “Ahh! Petit-four! Scoot!” 

She scampered, but not too eagerly, and was quickly 
grabbed off to dance. 

Joe sat back, his clasped hands holding one knee. The 
wang of the fiddles was loud and the swinging lanterns over- 
head cast shadows over the conspiratorial group. Papa sat 
beside Joe and leaned forward; Beau squatted in front and 
viewed them both. 

Papa had spoken secretively. “Now you lissen, you. The 
Air Force you leaving, ’ein? So. What you gonna do, ’ein?” 

“Damned if I know. What you got in mind?” - 

“I offer you a good deal. I know man what’s got good 
he shwimp luggers.” Papa slapped Joe’s knee, and reaching 
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into his pocket for a cigarette, acted as if the thing were. 
settled. 

“Papa, what would I do with shrimp boats?” 

“You! Don’t look like dat! These good big shwimpers— 
deep draw, eighty foots! Yeah! Not them little inside luggers, 
mais non! This feller, he got troubles, him. All kinds troubles. 
He gonna lose it all. He say me, ‘Le Beau, take it off my 
hands.’ But Le Beau, what he got, ‘ein? Just these two 
strong hands and quick brain, yeah. But no money.” 

“Why is he selling, Papa? There’s always a reason. Can’t 
make any money at it?” 

“Hard luck, that all. Somebody done try to run him out 
de business, yeah. Them Mafiosos try take all de shwimps in 
de Gulf of Mexico. But you—nobody scare you off, mais 
non. You can buy cheap. Just take up note, maybe—or some 
little down, like one-fourt’ amount, ‘ein?” 

“What would one-fourth come to?” 

The cagey old man had shrugged, “Mm, oh, maybe foty, 
fitty t’ousand, that all.” 

“That’s all!” 

“You lissen, now you! This feller, he got no sense about 
them shwimpin’, but me, I need good boat and son mine 
here, he good skippa. We done lost our boat with them Hur- 
ricane Audrey. Beau, he were only seventeen, but still de best 
damn skippa round. But de wave come, and . . . it is gone, 
all gone. Since then we been work for de other feller. Well, 
me, I independen’ Cajun. I don’t like take them oders from 
no body, non. I need good boat to skippa for myself, ’ein?” 
He had a pleading look. “And mon fils, Beau, we show you 
how to make more moneys than you never see, you!” 

“Partnership?” 

“Non. No moneys, me. But I run de business for you, 
’ein. I take care all it, teach you all there is *bout shwimp 
business.” 

Joe mused. “Might be worth looking into. Let’s investigate, 
ein?” 

The jubilant old man grabbed Joe in a big bear hug and 
fet out a loud Cajun yell. He pulled Joe onto the floor and 
they did a Cajun stomp while others laughed and clapped in 
time to the music. 

For weeks after, Joe had thought about it when he was 
on idle duty, for he had been grounded and gagged. He’d 
recited his prescribed fairy tale as always only up to a point, 
especially in the question-and-answer sessions afterward. But 
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the one that tore it, the strongest statement he’d made since 
the hairy interview in February in Nam, came in July at 
Oxford, Ohio. 

“In my personal search for meaning to the war in Viet- 
nam, considering the history and sociology of the peoples 
and of the governments that have traditionally ruled there, - 
I can find no valid reason why Americans are dying to pre- 
serve a system that in not democratic, but rather fascist in its 
conceptions of government... .” - ; 

The speech received national network coverage. The gods 
had rumbled and roared and thundered and flashed. And so, 
for the rest of the summer, Joe had lolled at his desk and 
wondered why he couldn’t keep his mouth shut and quote 
like a puppet as was his duty to do. Duty! What a mind- 
fucker! 

Le bon major finished his Air Force career at a desk in a 
small corner office where he could see the big birds come 
and go, and see the jaunty little fighters roar mosquitolike to 
attack the sky. But he was no longer allowed to take his 
spritzy little plane around the country, or even out of the 
hanger. He was grounded. No reason given. But he knew— 
maverick! No place for that wild breed. Make the others 
skittish. Might start to think. 

The weekends of that summer of ’68 he had divided be- 
tween his parents’ new home and his other new home, that 
of the Cajuns. And gradually the thought of a quiet isolated 
life, away from the ulcer-inducing one he’d been leading, 
began to sound more and more idyllic, for deep within, im- 
bedded beyond the point of conscious admitting, Joe con- 
sidered that a coward had been born—a man who was afraid 
to die and thus a man who was afraid to fight, especially for 
abstractions called liberty and duty, for these pretty little 
bangles weren’t conceived in the same sense by the general 
run of the Vietnamese as they were thought of in the U.S.A. 
To-fight and die for America? Not welcome, but acceptable. 
But to maim and murder and torture poor Asian farmers who 
really didn’t give a damn about who ruled in Saigon as long 
as they were allowed to plant their rice—well, it was no 
longer Joe Devereaux’s war. And a man who will not fight 
—this man is a coward, n’est-ce pas? And this man runs 
away, n’est-ce pas? And when this man is offered a quiet 
life on a slow-moving shrimp lugger, with laughing friends 
and easygoing days that overflow with hard work, and sea- 
Sreeze nights that calm a man’s soul, the man accepts grate- 
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fully, just as he would a life preserver, if he is drowning in 
a storm of confused loyalties. 

Twenty thousand of his twenty-five thousand in savings, 
plus thirty thousand borrowed from his home-town bank, 
was his down payment. Joe became owner of ten shrimp 
boats and a remote plot of shell on Galveston Island whereon 
sat a tin barnlike processing plant and docking facilities. In 
addition, of course, he had taken on a three-hundred- 
thousand-dollar indebtedness. 

On the first trip Joe had been seasick for a week before 
he’d got his sea legs. It had felt like a combination of ever- 
lasting hangover and ptomaine poisoning. But then he’d won 
his bout with the rolling deck and he began to enjoy life as 
a saltwater man. Though it didn’t have the speed and 
excitement of the jets that had been his whole existence 
before, still this life was what his battered psyche needed at 
the time, for a man changes. And it- sometimes takes a 
retreat to an alien life to enable a perspective view of the 
one he’s left behind. Perhaps in time the sea would dispel 
the dark shadow of fear and guilt and he would be able to 
accept his lack of perfection. 

Joe immersed himself in the work, devoted every second 
of his thinking and energy to the goal of learning the business, 
the language and the people, with a kindly gruff old man as 
his mentor. These people had found something he wanted 
very much. They had learned to accept life and its instability, 
and they had learned to accept themselves. Their’ sense of 
humor and shrewd knowledge of human behavior fascinated 
him. They knew how to enjoy, whether working or playing; 
how to take each second and make it ring with laughter and 
meaning. 

The robust muscular life of the sea gave Joe what he 
needed. To him the sea held as much stimulation as did a 
new woman, for the ocean was always new and devious and 
mysterious and had the ability to make his whole body re- 
spond to.the feel of mist against his face, and of wet wind 
caressing his unshirted body. 

So the creaking of the boat as it moved through the blue 
satin bosom of the sea, and the lulling roll that rocked him 
in his bunk at night were enough, in the beginning. 

Now, though he’d met Jean. Oh, Jean honey ... If 1 
could just forget you .. . why did I ever have to meet you? 
Pretty woman, you've blown my mind . .. and if you 
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weren't enough to destroy my sanity, I got the Mafia after 
my ass! 

Getting up from his bunk with absolutely no answers from 
the analytic reverie he’d just put himself through, Joe went 
to the galley. 

Papa was at supper with the hands. “Hey, boy! You feelin’ 
better, you?” 

“Some. Can’t seem to sleep, though.” 

“Then. someone else take you watch tonight, ’ein? Us, we 
don’t need no half-sleep feller at de wheel meetin’ them 
tanker, no way!” 

Joe nodded in agreement and silently ate the catfish “coob 
yawn” set before him. He didn’t seem to be aware of the 
happy chiding going on around him by the hands, all of 
whom had already developed a severe case of channel fever. 
He was busy battling with himself over whether or not he 
should see Jean. 

“Hey, Joe! Guess who call.on de radio while you sacked 
out, ’ein?” 

“Who?” 

“Emilie! She gonna ride over with Marie Boudreau to pick 
up Marie’s ol’ man who’s takin’ two weeks off, rememba?” 

“Yd forgotten.” 

“Anyhoo, she say to tell you she be waitin’ most anxious!” 

Joe forced himself to smile. 


Chapter Ten 


® seven Wednesday morning, Jean got the nerve to phone, 
Sut there was no answer at Joe’s apartment or at his office, 
And the rest of the busy week she dialed both his numbers 
® seven in the morning and around ten at night. But there 
™» no answer other than a sinking feeling about her new 
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association. Perhaps she’d been had more than quite literally. 

By late Friday afternoon she was exhausted but deter- 
mined to get the final spécs in order. Andrew Bartel refused 
to stay—-some mysterious weekend trip about which she 
didn’t pry. The assistants also rebelled en masse—they re- 
fused to do more until Monday morning at nine. Jean realized 
that they’d been working twelve-hour days and relented. What 
difference did it make if it took until Monday to finish? 
They’d still have it all ready so that construction could begin 
December 2, as scheduled. Besides, wouldn’t it be great to 
see the kids Saturday and Sunday! It would be the second 
weekend in a row that she’d have two days with the kids. 

The staff departed in various directions, and Jean climbed 
into the old wagon and drove to her hotel. In her room, she 
lay down to rest her eyes for a moment. When she awakened 
at two a.m., she decided it was a lost cause. She undressed 
and climbed into bed. 

Faithfully at seven Saturday morning, Jean dialed Joe’s 
number, and a young woman answered, her accented voice 
sending a knifelike jealousy through Jean. 

“Is... is Joe there?” 

“No. He is not here. Who is calling, please?” 

“Jean Iversen. Do you expect him soon?” 

“Ves. His -boats dock at about nine-thirty, but he will be 
very busy, him. Can I have Joe call you, ma’am?” 

“No. Pil call later. Thank you, dear.” “Ma’am” indeed! Too 
busy! Irritated, she got up and showered and dressed in 
sweater and slacks. Galveston was a good little. way off the 
trail to East Texas, but curiosity prevailed. Jean packed for 
her weekend up home, donned her yellow raincoat to belay 
the fog and drizzly cold, and took a southerly detour. She 
stopped to ask directions when it dawned that she had no 
notion where the Devereaux Shrimp Company might be, or 
even what it might be, for that matter. 

The wet fog grew thicker as she wound down the deserted 
shell road flanked by tall salt grass and tidal shallows. Her 
face was determined yet apprehensive, but she had resolved 
to see for herself if Joe did indeed have another woman on 
the string. But the closer she got the more embarrassed she 
grew, and she was turning the car around in the parking lot 
beside the huge tin edifice when she spied the mast of a 
shrimp boat glide up, and then another came and she heard 
the bump as it brushed the dock. 

_ She parked and got out, fascinated, heart thumping at the 
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thought of seeing him, if just from a distance, before she 
slipped away in the fog. She walked to stand near a steel 
railing that was above the dock area. 

The fog wafting in and about the boats reeked with a 
salty, fishy smell, and resounded with noisy shouts in a 
foreign language as they docked and hands leaped off to 
secure the lines. Her eyes began to adjust and to peer through 
the fog. There was a woman on the docks—a small girl who 
waited for the largest boat to pull into a spot in the middle 
of the U-shaped docking area. Jean then heard a deep- 
throated yell that made her heart jump. 

“Halloo, Emilie!” 

Tears came quickly to Jean’s eyes while she watched him 
through the drifting mist at the wheel, laughing, it appeared, 
as the engines reversed and the boat shuddered into its berth. 
Two men clambered onto the wooden platform. Joe was 
shouting orders in a dialect akin to French, and when he 
leaped off the boat the small woman ran up to him, throwing 
her arms about him and tiptoeing to kiss his cheek. 

At that moment, Joe caught the yellow movement just 
beyond the dock area. He stared in disbelief, then, prying 
himself loose from Emilie, went flying up onto the driveway, 
the shell scattering beneath his boots. 

“Jean! Jeanie! Wait! 

He grabbed her hand away from the car door handle and 
snatched her around into a great embrace. “Honey!” He 
grinned at her a bearded smile, his -brown eyes aglow. “God, 
it’s good to see you!” 

He hugged her again and kissed her. “I’m afraid I’m a 
woolly booger.” 

At once the sorrow ‘disappeared and Jean was as happy 
as she had been miserable a moment before—but she would 
remember to ask about that other woman. As for Joe, he 
suddenly found he’d forgiven her indiscretion—after all, they 
weren’t married. 

“We'll take your car, honey. Mine’s locked up over yonder.” 

The tires crunched over the shell to the highway, where 
the car abruptly stopped. Joe hugged her fiercely again, then 
remembered. “Honey, I’m all smelly like shrimp, and I need 
a shave. I’ll get you dirty.” 

“I don’t care.” She embraced him. “Joe, I missed you.” 

“Oh, God, baby!” The bristly week-old beard chafed at her 
face when he kissed her, and his hands a as they held 
ii face and gently grasped her hair. 
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He pulled away and grinned at her. “I’ve got to get cleaned 
up and talk to you, gal! All right if we go by my place so I 
can shower?” 

He was relieved that the apartment was cleaner than he’d 
left it, and he knew that Emilie had been there. “This place 
is kind of plain, but I’m hardly ever here. It’s just someplace 
to stay. Listen, can I get you a drink? What am I thinking 
about! How about some coffee?” 

Jean laughed at his nervousness and kised his ear. “I'll 
make coffee. You go ahead.” She watched his broad shoulders 
move to the bedroom door. 

The smile stayed on her face while she prepared the hot 
drink, even though there was the musky odor of.a heavy 
perfume clinging to the place. Jean knew there had been a 
woman there from the phone call this morning. But Joe had 
been gone, and there was no evidence that anyone but a 
bachelor lived here. Besides, he wouldn’t have brought her 
if another woman lived here. The girl on the docks had 
hugged him, yet Joe had left her standing. But even as Jean 
reasoned it all out logically, an illogical self-doubting fear 
nagged her. 

Then the bedroom door opened and there was Joe, button- 
ing the cuffs of a gray shirt. He paused and watched her 
come over to him with that rather shy smile of hers. 

“Let me help?” 

The cuff was never buttoned, and it was dark before the 
shirt was remembered again where it lay crumpled on the 
carpet with Jean’s clothes. 

The day had passed into murky darkness that spread its 
dimness even onto the bed where they’d spent their day 
enraptured, unaware for a while of a world beyond the 
bedroom door—two people who openly adored each other. 

Dinner was two enormous pizzas sent in and reheated in 
the oven. 

“God, this has been a wonderful day!” Joe laughed happily. 
“I can’t believe this! You——here with me! The most beautiful 
girl in the world sitting across from me casually eating pizza 
as though she hadn’t just waved a magic wand and put me 
under a spell. You must be a witch—a beautiful, card-carrying 
sorceress. How else could you have lived all these years and 
still seem so untouched?” 

“Why thank you, crazy man! All these years indeed!” Her 
blue eyes twinkled at him. “Besides. I haven’t lived—only 
existed, until I met you. You gave me life.” 
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He set down his food and touched her hand. 

“Goddam, gal. You are something.” — 

“Joe?” 

“Yes, darling?” 

“Nothing.” 

“Llove you, darling.” 

“You knew what I wanted to hear, didn’t you?” 

“It’s what I wanted to say.” 

Jean’s eyes lowered. “I suppose I should get dressed.” She 
referred to the pink robe she wore. 

“TI like this.” He touched the collar. “I like you sitting in 
my home in your robe. I wish—Jean, you know what I want? 
I want us to build us a home, with lots of bedrooms—one 
for every day of the week. Make love in a different room 
every night—many times!” 

“In that case, we’d need about twenty-one bedrooms,” she 
teased. 

“Oh?” 

“Seven for us and at least fourteen for all the children 
we'd have.” 

He got up and pulled her to her feet. His hand massaged 
her middle. “I’d like that too. Lots of little red-haired girls 
and black-haired boys. Jean, marry me? Tonight! Let’s do it! 
Please?” 

She laughed and kissed his cheek, placing her hands on his 
face. “Oh, Joe, you impulsive crazy man! I would like that, 
too, but .. . ” She paused and brushed that irrepressible 
lock of hair back from his forehead. “Darling, let’s not rush 
it any more than we already have. This has already over- 
whelmed me.” 

“Honey, when a forest fire hits you, you have to rush, or 
the fire destroys everything. We have to control this fire.” 

“And what if it’s only a flash in the pan?” 

“Don’t be an ass!” He slapped her rump and she giggled. 
“Jean, you know I love you. I always will.” 

“Joe, darling, I do love you . . . so very much. It’s all so 
precious that it’s almost unreal. I’m so :..” She turned 
from him and looked at her folded hands. 

“What is it, darling?” 

“Pm afraid Vil . . . isn’t this ridiculous? I’m afraid Til 
lose you. I can’t believe that anything this wonderful can 
happen to me.” : , 

Joe Devereaux kissed her and swept the long lanky girl up 
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into his arms and carried her giggling, her head thrown back 
in laughter, and placed her on his rumpled bed. 

The jangling phone interrupted. 

She grimaced. “That’s what I meant. There’s a mean old 
world out there.” . 

Joe grunted and reached over her to yank up the black 
device. 

“Yeah? .... Got tied up, captain.” He looked at her 
and winked, but she saw the teasing leave his eyes to be 
replaced by disbelief, then a quick and violent anger. 

“All right. I'll be there. Now. Yeah. How long? My God! 
I understand—you couldn’t call before. They standing beside 
you now, right? I got it. Be there in ten minutes.” 

She whispered and touched his shoulder when he replaced 
the phone and sat up on the edge of the bed. “Joe? What’s 
wrong?” She drew back at the violence on his face when 
he turned to her. 2. 

“Jean, I’ve got to get back to the plant. They’re, uh, having 
a little trouble with one of the conveyor belts. Listen, hon 
_. . there have been a couple of break-ins in this neighbor- 
hood recently.” While he talked he put on his clothes. Then 
he went to the closet and returned with an M-16 rifle and a 
gunbelt with a pearl-gripped pistol dangling from the holster. 
Indicating the pistol, he said, “I’m going to leave this with 
you, honey.” : 

Jean got out from under the sheets that she’d wrapped 
about her. She slipped her robe on and took the heavy 
thing from him. It almost dropped before she got a hold. Her 
confused gaze went from the gun belt to his tense features. 

“Joe! What is it?” 

He managed to smile and set down the rifle, taking Jean in 
his arms. “I’m just taking my rifle to pot-shot some of the 
wharf rats that are plaguing the dock lately. Now, Jean, 
I want you to use this gun if you have to. I mean, don’t let 
anyone in, unless you're sure it’s me. The door has a deadbolt, 
so anyone breaking in would have a—” 

“Joe! Something is wrong! ITknow it!” 

“Hush, darling. I told you.” He kissed her cheek. “There 
have been some break-ins. I always overreact, that’s all.” He 
shook on his jacket. “Get some sleep, darling. I'll be back | 
before morning, okay?” 

She followed him to the door and touched his arm. “I love 
you, Joe Devereaux.” 

"He smiled and kissed her goodbye. “We'll take up where 
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we left off when I get back, you hear?” He waited to hear 
the lock click before going out to the car. 

It was black out, and still foggy. The thump-thump of the 
wipers as they shaved the cold mist off the windshield matched 
the pounding in his chest. 

There was a terrifying sensation that he was being watched 
as he parked near the plant. He disconnected the light bulb 
before opening the car door and sliding out in a crouched 
position, the rifle clutched tight in his hand. 

A voice called through the murk. “Mr. Devereaux, are you 
afraid? Why don’t you stand up? We can see you just as good 
squatted down there like a toad. Come on over. We been 
waiting for you.” 

Joe stood, rifle readied. 

“Devereaux, drop the play toy like a good boy and stand 
clear of the car.” 

“No way.” 

“Do it or we drop you where you stand.” 

At least ten matches flared and then went out, at various 
distances away from him. Joe set down the rifie. 

“All right. It’s done. What do you want, Maggot?” 

The ring of thugs surrounded him. “Bringin’ you a news 
flash, Mr. Devereaux. Your crews -have quit on you.” 

“Hell!” 

“Escort Mr. Devereaux inside and let’s give him an instant 
replay.” , 

“Get your goddam hands off me, you son of a- bitch!” 

A quick kidney punch and a boot in the gut took the fight 
from Joe, and he was half-dragged into the building and 
thrown into a chair. The sixty men who worked for him were 
in a huddle to one side, held at bay by two machine guns 
aimed in their direction. 

Joe sat hunched, fighting the nausea that accompanied 
the shooting pains in his back and intestines. 

Maggio hovered over him. “Like I told you, Mr.-Devereaux, 
your crews have quit on you and your shrimp are spoiled— 
something happened to your refrigeration.” 

“What?” He looked to Captain Le Beau and saw that it 
was true. He slumped back in the chair and watched as 
each of his men was marched up to him to recite a mumbled 
resignation, then they disappeared at a fast pace out the door. 
Only Papa and Beau resisted. 

When Joe angrily tried to stand, a blackjack across the 
back of his neck brought him to his knees—a bright flash, 
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then quick darkness before the room expanded gradually into 
light again. He was hustled back into the chair. 

“Papa ... it ain't worth it. Go on . . . get outta here.” 

Joe laid his head on his knees and felt the old man’s. hand 
brush through his hair as they walked away. Beau’s voice 
reached him just before the door slammed. 

“We won't be far, Joe!” 

For a moment the large tin barn sounded hollow and 
echoed the breathing of Maggio and the two men on either 
side of Joe. They jerked his head up and his eyes were forced 
to adjust to the Maggot’s face close to his. 

“Now you listen, you stupid mother. Nobody makes a fool 
of Maggio and lives to tell it. I got too many witnesses to 
waste you tonight, but unless you sign this paper right now 
you are one dead man. All I got to do is make one little 
out-of-state phone call and I’m clear of you.” 

“Go to hell, Maggot!” Joe spit in his face. 

“You stubborn coon ass! You just put yourself in a box!” 
He jerked a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped his 
face. He nodded to-one of the lieutenants, and Joe’s brain 
crashed about inside his head before it melted into blackness. 

He awoke on the couch in his office, an ice pack on his 
head. Papa Le Beau sat close by. — 

' “How you feel?” 

“Oh, my God!” 

“Got a couple of knots on you head. But you a Cajun—you 
gonna live, you. Damn hard head yours like to have done it 
for you this time, ’ein?” 

“What's that sound?” 

“You men take out them crates of shwimp and dump 
they in de canal. Lots fat fishes tonight.” 

“All ruined?” 

“Fifteen hours no coolin’-—what you tink?” 

“Goddam!” 

ONE on” 

“The coolers sabotaged?” 

“Yep. Dey took a ax, them.” 

“Well, it doesn’t matter now. I can’t even make the next 
payroll. I oughta burn it all down!” y 

“We go again. Get more shwimps.” : 

“What for? To have this happen again?” 

“We do it diffren’ next time, us.” 

“How?” 
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“We talk later, ’ein?” 

“Got any aspirins?” 

When the old man brought the bottle Joe put a smail 
handful of them into his mouth and swallowed the water. 
His head went back heavily. “God, I hope that helps.” 

“You go sleep now.” 

“What time is it, Papa?” 

“Five. It nearly daylight.” 

“Godamighty!” 

“Whoa, boy. Settle back. You ain’t in no condition to move 
yet. ” 5 

Joe weakly obeyed. “Did Emilie leave with Mary Boudreau 
before they got here?” 

“Yeah. She come to see you, but you disappear. So she 
went back home with them.” 

“Good thing, ’ein? How many men we lose?” 

“Not a one. You tink a Cajun gonna let a dago tell him 
nothin’?” 

'_ A grateful smile formed, and Joe’s facial muscles relaxed. 

“You catch a nap, you.” Papa patted him and went out of 
the office. 

Joe tried, but his rest was troubled. Suddenly he remem- 
bered why. “Jean!” He had to get back to Jean! He sat up 
with a low moan. Dizzy. His knees buckled when he stood, 
but he caught onto the desk for support; gradually the 
swirling haze cleared and he walked hesitantly to the door. 
Moving along the hall was not too difficult—he had the wall 
for support—and by the time he got ready to go out the 
door it was better, though his brain swelled and shrank 
painfully with each pump of blood in and out of his head. 
The fresh air helped. 

“Where you tink you goin’?” 

“Beau . . . you on guard duty?” He referred to the shot- 
gun. 

“Yeah. You tink us safe? Naw!” 

“Would you get my car out of the shed and follow me? 
Wait! First I better check it, you know?” 

The cool night air began to clear his head as he and the 
little Cajun inspected the Riviera carefully before they pro- 
nounced it safe. While they drove Joe was comforted by 
the knowledge that his shotgun-armed friend was close behind 
him. Outside his apartment Joe explained that he would get 
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his girlfriend and that Beau should follow them to Houston. 

Beau looked at him quizzically, but there were much more 
pressing things than who the woman was. 

Joe went into the building cautiously, the skin on his — 
aching neck tingling. Something pink—a sash? Tied to the 
doorknob! She had been wearing a pink robe when he left! 
Door still locked! He turned the key nervously and entered, 
switching on the lights as he went through. Jean lay quietly 
beneath the covers; at the sight of her regular breathing he 
wilted. : 

Joe sat in a chair beside the bed and watched her while 
he tried to calm himself. Then he spied the note. It was 
taped to the door. 

“Be grateful, Mr. Devereaux. If we had been after her 
we could have had a good time here tonight. See how easy 
it’s going to be to get you! Sleep soundly. Soon it will be for- 
ever!” 

He stood up and searched the closet and every nook in 
the apartment. They'd had a key, apparently. But how’d 
they get by the deadbolt? He shuddered. The note crumpled 
and was tossed into the waste basket before he woke her 
gently. 

Jean sat up and hugged him close. “Joe! I’m so glad to see 
you’re back. Did you get the problem solved at the plant?” 

“Yes. Everything’s fine, darling.” 

“Would you like to crawl in this bed here and let’s be 
very lazy people?” 

“Mmm, I’d love that—but I have to drive to Houston for 
a couple of parts for one of the boat engines. Thought I'd 
drive you in. One of the hands will drive my car behind us.” 

“We can’t come back here, then.” 

“Sorry, baby. We'll have to sail just as soon as I can get 
back.” 

“T understand. I’m glad I came down to see you—though 
it seems I go to bed with you every time I get near you.” 

“All right by me. Darling, do you know I love you?” 

“I sure hope you do, ’cause I love you, Joe Devereaux.” 

He held her close and felt relieved tears come into his 
eyes. When he spoke his voice sounded strange, husky, for 
though he said only, “Better get dressed, hon,” he was 
thinking, God knows when it will be safe to see you again. 
IT hope you'll understand. ... 

Jean sensed something, but before she could ask any ques- 
tions Joe got up and left the room. 
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While Jean was in the bathroom he searched the apart- 
ment again, an uneasy fear crawling up and down his neck 
which pulsed and throbbed agonizingly. He went back to the 
bathroom and watched her dress. She had come to him and 
she’d brought all of her and she had said she loved him. 

“Jean?” 

She paused with a brown sweater above her head. 

“Jean, do you really love me? Enough to marry me?” 

She smiled and lit the room with the sweetness of it. The 
sweater was slipped on and she placed herself on his lap be- 
fore she answered, 

“Oh, yes, Joe. I love you. It’s so strange. I guess I. must 
have never loved before. No one has ever done to me what 
you have.” : 

“What’s that, baby?” His. hand caressed her face. 

“You make me forget everything.” 

“Everything.” 

“I know you won’t believe me. How could you, the way 
I... Wwe... you know, so soon, I mean, I hardly had 
seen you twice and yet—it seemed right, and wonderful. 
It still does, Joe. You’re the only man I’ve ever had sex with 
other than Karl.” Her look begged him to believe her. 

And he did—except he thought about that blond s.o.b. 
Who was he? But no. . . not now. She would know he 
doubted her . . . and looking into those bright loving blue 
eyes—hell! He brought her head down to his and kissed her. 
The soft breasts against his chest, the perfumed hair... . 
goddam, she had to be his. 

Jean pulled back. “I’m a scandalous vixen—’cause I want 
you fo take my clothes back off me.” 

“Darling, umm, that would be fine. But we'll have to save 
that I guess for next time, hm?” 

“When will I see you again, Joe? Up home? I don’t like 
Galveston. Perhaps it’s cause I’ve never been here in the 
fall, but it’s . . . there’s a heaviness, something ugly here 
now. I have this strange feeling.” Jean looked around her 
and shivered. 

“We got to get out of here, baby. I mean, we need to get 
on the road. Come on, sweet thing.” 

Jean laughed and, sensing his urgency, began gathering 
her clothes into the suitcase. 

They had reached her hotel in Houston before they talked 
much. 

“Pretty girl, I'll miss the hell outta you!” 
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Jean’s eyes were sad. “I know.” She laid her face against 
his neck and her arm went around his waist, causing a tumult 
within him. 

“Joe? When will I see you again?” 

“I wish I knew. Jean, my business is not going so weil just 
now. I’m going to have to devote a lot of time to it. Also, 
I’m moving out of my apartment and into a house in 
Louisiana. And I won’t be coming into Galveston much any- 
more. We’re changing procedures. Use lots of different plants 
to sell our shrimp. It’s all pretty confused.” 

Jean raised up and looked at him, an expression of un- 
certainty on her face. “Joe? Are you saying don’t call me, 
PH call you?” 

“Honey, I can’t explain. I just don’t know where I'll be 
at any given time for a while. And actually, I’d like to keep 
our time together completely separated from my business— 
or yours.” 

“What are you keeping from me, Joe?” 

' He looked at her. The blue eyes seemed to be piercing 
his mind. He looked away, afraid she could see beyond his 
eyes and find the horror he wanted to spare her. Joe didn’t 
answer. 

Her voice was small and gently understanding. “Is 
there . . . are there other women in your. life? I know a 
man like you probably has—” 

He laughed and pulled her to him. “No! For God’s sakel 
How could I ever want another woman after you, honey? 
You are my woman! Lightning has struck me, and I'm 
blinded to anyone but you, sunshine. See? Sun’s coming out. 
Pretty day. God, I wish I could spend it with you!” 

“How about .. . it’s still early. What if you spent a few 
hours here?” 

He laughed at her heightened color. “You embarrassed, 
Jeanie?” 

“Well, I’ve never invited a man into my room before.” 

“Jean, I haven’t taken care of ... you know what I 
mean? It’s been so spontaneous. I get near you and I lose my 
mind!” 

“I know what you mean. But I’m on the pill. For regula- 
tory purposes. Though now I guess I need it for the purpose 
it was designed for.” 

“Tt want to marry you, Jean. You're not just an affair for 
me. I don’t need a lot of time to know that. I knew it the 
first time I laid eyes on you.” 
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“Thank you for saying that. That is all . . . well, rather 
new to me. I have terribly ambivalent feelings about it, you 
know? You never did give me a clue as to when I’d see you 
again.” 

“Much as J hate to I am going to have to give myself to 
the business full time. At least for a while, and stay away 
from you, too. But I'll try to see you by Christmas at the 
latest. And anytime I get ten minutes free I'll come to see 
you, I promise.” 

“Could you call sometimes?” 

“Every chance, darling. Will you be staying at this hotel?” 

“Until I get the money together to get an apartment.” 

“Jean, I don’t have a lot, but can I help you out there?” 
He remembered the unsalable loads that had just been 
dumped into the bay and felt ifl—over twenty thousand dol- 
lars’ worth of prime jumbo shrimp. And in a few weeks they’d 
have to go farther and farther away to find them. The shrimp 
would be gone to Mexico soon. 

“Joe, are you upset?” 

“No. Huh-uh. Got a crick in my neck, that’s bothering 
me.” 

“I’m sorry. Can I rub it?” 

“No. It’s better left alone, honey.” 

He kissed her goodbye one more time before he left but 
i vital part of himself remained with her. 


“When you get to the Calcasieu, refuel from the fuel boat 
and order the supplies we need,” Joe said, giving his credit 
card to Papa Le Beau. “Have to charge it, dammit! I'll meet 
you at the light. I'll come out on the pilot boat when it comes 
out to meet the next tanker coming in after sunrise.” 

“Where you goin’?” 

“Moving. Leaving my apartment. Figure I'll be safe mov- 
ing in broad daylight. They’re not ready for Machine Gun 
Kelly tactics yet. But we are on the run, Papa. I figure La 
Belle Cajun is the only place we'll be safe now. We're not 
coming back here for a while.” 

When the fleet had safely left the dock, Joe and Beau se- 
cured the plant and hurriedly went to vacate the apartment, 

Galveston Island grew smaller as they sat in the Riviera 
and looked back from the Bolivar ferry. Joe was relieved to 
be escaping yet he knew that Maggio had probably already 
Set the hounds on his tail, 
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Chapter Eleven 


Monday morning as Jean was hanging up her jacket ina 
closet beside the coffee lounge, she heard two men discussing 
her, over a clanking background of cups and percolator being 
manuevered around the bar. 

“My wife was so angry she like to have exploded. She 
hasn’t cooled off yet and it’s been a week.” 

“Mine too. It does seem kinda unfair, doesn’t it. I mean, 
we work our ass off for years at Bartel and this broad walks 
in six months ago and now she runs the show.” 

“Yeah. It makes you wonder. Sure does.” 

“Well, what really hacks my ass is that you know why she 
got it!” 

“Her and Bartel?” 

“Hell yeah! She’s shacking with him!” 

“Same hotel. You're probably right.” 

“Come on. We'd better look busy around here before the 
Amazon comes tripping in here all sweetness and light.” 

While she stood in the dark closet the voices rang through 
Jean’s consciousness as though they had come from out of 
the past rather that just a few feet away-——from the closet with 
the connecting doors, between Grandmother’s bedroom and 
sitting room. The place where she often sat in punishment 
and listened shamefaced when Grandmother forgot she was 
still there quietly hugging Mirandy Raggedy-Rags, smelling 
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mustiness and sachet, feeling silky dresses against her neck, 
peering at the scary shapes of ghosts and witches—Grand- 
mother’s ordained overseers who silently watched her, touch- 
ing her sometimes, but never speaking to the frightened little 
girl. Stubbornly the child had listened, even when the silent 
ones frowned and rustled. She listened and tried to understand 
the venom in Grandmother’s voice and the words—“dis- 
grace,” “mark of Cain,” “bastard child in my own house,” 
“the Englishwoman putting thoughts into the little mongrel’s 
head,” “the cross I have to bear.” And Jean at three somehow 
sensed she was the topic of the tirades, though she seldom 
heard Grandmother call her name. Or look at her, except 
with that narrow-eyed look—the same one she’d seen when 
Grandmother looked at stray cats and dogs, fellow scourges 
of the earth for which Jean had always had special sym- 
pathy—like the puppy. 

Defensively her thoughts ‘tore back to the present and she 
knew she had to fight but in the quiet way that had been her 
only outlet since childhood. 

When the men disappeared into their own offices, she stole 
from her hiding place and leaned palms down against the ta- 
ble, thinking, deciding. She was in that head-lowered stance 
when Andrew Bartel came in. 

He walked up to her silently and put a hand on her 
shoulder. 

“What’s up, old girl?” 

Jean straightened and looked up at him, searching his gray 
eyes which were sunken into the chiseled shadows of his face. 
This blasé man her lover? this man of no emotions save 
cyncism—who had befriended her more as a great jest than 
anything else? 

Jean realized she had been staring, and she smiled slightly. 

“Andy, I'm going to be gone awhile this morning. I'll be 
back as soon as I.can.” 

He retained his hold on her arm. “Can I help?” 

He released her when she shook her head. Standing back 
silently, he watched her grab her jacket and rush down the 
hall. With a shrug, he began to examine the blueprints. 

Jean examined her checkbook and counted from her wallet 
forty-nine dollars and assorted cents—not even enough for 
a deposit on an apartment. There was only a hundred and 
seventy-five in the account, and three weeks until either the 
Social Security or the monthly insurance checks would come 
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again. She had no idea if her check from the office would be 
issued on the fifteenth as before. The contract didn’t state 
when she would be paid. The money in the bank had to be 
left there for Neva and the boys, that was definite. There was 
no problem about paying the hotel—they knew she was 
Andrew Bartel’s protégée. Her face reddened again. 

In her room Jean packed hurriedly and had her things 
taken to the car. It was done, however foolish the price of in- 
tegrity. On a hunch she drove over to the construction site. 
Even in the clear sunlight it was a dismal display. The row 
houses were gone, and what was left was mud and scraps of 
boards and broken glass piled high along the perimeter 
awaiting removal. There were two mobile homes parked near 
the curb beside what would be the main gate to the site, 
when it was put up. She had a key to both trailers—the con- 
struction office and architects’ field office. Jean went into 
the one she’d toured earlier. Now. she examined it as a possi- 
ble refuge for the present. There was a large office in the 
front end, surrounded by windows on all three sides. The rest 
was empty except for a couch, chair and lamp table, plus a 
large desk. A kitchen toward the middle was cluttered with 
old paper cups and coffee grounds and assorted things atop 
the dinette set. A large empty office in the back was used as 
a storage area, and there was a bath. The mobile home was 
carpeted and draped. Jean began to envision it with a bed 
and dresser and .. . yes, the phone worked. Water. Lights, 
It was the answer. Before she left, grinning as though on an 
adventure, Jean checked to make sure she had her Foley’s 
charge card. 

She went from floor to floor of the department store, 
shopping for bargains in dishes and just enough really cheap 
pots and linens to get by. A spread, bright-gold, would fit 
the bed, which was an extra-long studio type, with bolsters. 
It would look like a sofa when made up and would be 
much better for an office. Jean arranged for delivery and 
hurried back to her office with her little secret. She would 
tell no one until it was done, for fear the company might say 
no. 
The co-workers were pleasant, with inquiries about her 
absence as though she had sorely been missed. Andy wasn’t 
around. Someone mentioned that he had gone home ill. 
When the clock slipped around to five, Jean left even before 
the rest, which sent eyebrows up and set-a few to wondering 
if she was rushing off to Bartel. 
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Jean gathered up the last of the debris and set it all 
outside the trailer door in a plastic bag. Good Lord! Past 
nine. She called home to give her new number to Neva, then 
dialed the number Andy had given her. 

“Andy? Are you all right?” 

“Tl survive. Where are you?” 

“Andy, I moved today.” - 

“Yes. I know. You might have told me.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“Where is your new apartment?” 

“It’s . . . it’s not exactly an apartment.” 

“You're trying to tell me something you think I won’t 
like. You’re a grown woman, and what you do is your own 
business.” 

“I’m glad you said that. I moved into the office at the 
construction site.” 

There was a pause. “You are joking, of course.” 

No.” 

“Are you out of your mind.” It was a statement rather than 
a question. ‘ 

“Probably.” 

“You've seen the neighborhood.” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

“I had my reasons. They seemed logical at the time.” 

“Jean, I'll be there shortly.” 


She stood back nervously as Andy opened the door and 
stepped in. He didn’t look at her but surveyed the place as 
though he were on an inspection tour. 

“Do you have a drink for me?” 

“No.” : 

“Hm.” He sat down in the middle section of the sofa 
and spread his arms out across the back. “You are aware 
that you aren’t safe here?” 

“Please don’t say that.” Jean sat on the edge of the chair. 

“It’s a fact. You know of the opposition we’ve had from 
the start.” ‘ 

“The neighborhood militants?’ Her eyes grew wide. 

“You not only represent the enemy, my dear, but you are 
also a very tasty morsel.” 

Jean’s hand went to her mouth. “Andy, are you sure? Why 
would they harm me?” 
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“Your naiveté is almost unbelievable.” Bartel shook his 
head. “Jean, why did you do it?” 

She tried to explain about the gossip and the tight money 
situation, but he didn’t show that he really understood. 

“J think that is the most ridiculous comedy of errors I’ve 
ever heard.” 

Something flickered in her eyes and she straightened in the 
chair. 

“My dear girl, the company’s paying for your room is 
standard procedure. We always help a new executive get 
settled in. And there are several worlds between your room 
and my suite. As for money, all you had to do-was ask.” 

His attempt to belittle the problem had the opposite effect 
on Jean. Her voice was calm. “I’ve never had to take 
charity—unless you consider your help in securing my job 
as charity.” 

“We aren’t talking about your job, for God’s sake. We’re 
talking about you living here in this godawful place!” 

Jean looked around then and began to notice that somehow 
it didn’t look quite as nice as it had before. Perhaps she was 
a fool. 

“I should throw you out, you know. It isn’t safe for you 
here.” 

Jean didn’t answer. 

“Youare . . . you’re impossible.” 

It was settled. She could tell even before he said anything 
that he had made up his mind to let her stay, so she changed 
the subject. 

“Andy, are you feeling any better?” 

“Perhaps I’ve made a miraculous recovery.” 

“Oh, I’m so very relieved.” 

He smiled at her. “Shall we go out and celebrate my 
re-entry into the world of the living?” 

“Pd like that—very much. I’m hungry and I don’t feel 
like cooking.” 

“Go get glamorous then. Mind if I use your phone?” 

Jean heard him speak into the phone in that clipped 
authoritarian manner he had, but didn’t hear what was said. 
She slipped on a new dress Neva had made, a long green 
knit with long sleeves and a high throat. 

“That was surprisingly fast.” His eyes were serious, ap- 
praising her in his judgmental way. He took her hand and 
led her out to his car. 
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As they left the trailer Jean noticed a patrol car with the 
insignia of a private security agency pull up to the curb. 


The Petroleum Club was a place with a magnificent view 
of the city that its members had built. But as Jean looked 
around, there was a chill when she remembefed the lonely 
trailer and the possibility of harm Andy had suggested. She 
moved closer to him and forced a happy smile which was 
glowing by the time the table was cleared of all but the tiny 
cordial ponies. 

She fairly dragged him to see the view from the terrace. 

“Oh, Andy, I do love this town. Isn’t it gorgeous! Ten 
zillion jewels, each outsparklin’ the others!” 

His lips widened into that smile of one who knows too 
well the secrets he’s about to reveal. “Look again. Those 
jewels, as you call them, are pure power, controlled. Look at 
them blaze and sizzle—attracting, holding—rather like the 
flame for the moth, wouldn’t you say? In fact, that’s why 
you're in this town.” : 

“And what about you?” 

Bartel shrugged. “Me more than all others, I suppose. ’'m 
afraid Houston is more than a town. I’ve tried to get away. 
But I always return.” He lit a cigar and puffed thoughtfully. 
“Houston is like the proverbial benevolent despot. It will 
grant you riches, but there’s a price. Total servitude. And the 
ties of your fealty will always pull you right back. I still find 
it intriguing that not a hundred years ago this was a miserable, 
mosquito-ridden salt grass swamp, forty miles from the sea. 
Yet somehow, here it is. A little oil mixed with a lot of 
vision by a handful of men hungry for power. This is what 
you see in your ‘jewels.’ ” 

She barely breathed as she listened, held by the intensity 
of his voice; and the spell of Houston charged through Jean 
with that invisible voltage which straightened the shoulders 
and sparked the eyes of those it struck. She whispered, “I can 
feel it.” 

He nodded. “Maybe Houston is the embodiment, the rein- 
carnation, of a young and strong and unabashed new Rome.” 

Ves,” 

He looked at her and his pensive mood changed. “But now 
when I come back I won't be sure if it’s the moth returning 
to the flame, or to another moth.” He laughed and put his 
hand on the back of her neck, giving her a little shake that 
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made her hair bounce and brought the usual giggle’ As his 
fingers caressed her neck, Bartel’s examination of her face 
was admiring and thorough. It. was a long look that left him 
satisfied not only with her beauty, but with that fire which 
matched his own. Jean was unaware of anything but Houston 
and its brilliant lights. 


The next morning broke out like an artillery barrage 
complete with pink and purple smoke clouds and shooting 
spears of colored light, as if it were about to launch an early 
offensive against the city’s sleeping skyline. Bartel watched 
the warlike dawn from his penthouse balcony. He smiled 
ironically and doublechecked his memory against the Piaget 
on his wrist. Yes. November 11. A day for ending strife, 
not for allowing it to begin. 

Despite this, after his morning phone calls he went to 
Jean’s office, where he knew she’d be spending the holiday. 
His first sight of her for the day was a tantalizing rear view 
of pink jeans standing on a chair. He took the opportunity 
to appraise her from that position, The white sweater was a 
loose tunic but it revealed what was too fine to be hidden; 
he also nodded in appreciation of the well-designed backside 
that smoothed out into a pair of well-turned and very long 
legs. : 
“According to statistics, more accidents happen from 
improvised ... ” 

Jean screamed and jumped around, almost losing her 
balance and teetering for a moment on the edge of the 
straight chair. 

Bartel grabbed her waist and set her down. He seemed to 
have derived a great deal of pleasure from startling her. 
“Didn’t you hear me come in?” 

“Of course.I did. I just jump around on and off chairs for 
the exercise of it!” 

He laughed at the exasperated face she made. “Jean, you 
are delightful. Why is it difficult for me to reconcile that 
with your professional ability?” 

“Well, if you’re. having all this trouble reconciling, why 
did you hire me for this multimillion-dollar gig?” 

He chuckled. “Maybe you impress me? J think you can 
handle-the job.” 

Her smile was humble. “Thank you, Mr. Bartel. I will do 
the job. I'll put everything I’ve got into proving you didn’t 
make a mistake in hiring me.” 


96 


There was a slight smile and a nod. “Now what is this 
you've put holes into the fine paneling for?” 

“They're just tiny finishing nails. And I'll putty them over 
when I leave.” 

“You're not leaving. Not for a long time. We own the next 
five years of your life.” 

‘She agreed with a big grin. “Yeah!” 

“Ruskin,” he observed. Picking up the crewel-worked 
passage framed and ready to be hung, he read it aloud: 


“‘When.we build, let us think that we build forever. Let 
it not be for present delight nor for present use alone. 
Let it be such work as our descendants will thank us for; 
and let us think, as we lay stone on stone, that a time is 
to come when those stones will be held sacred because 
our hands have touched them, and that men will say, as 
they look upon the labor and wrought substance of them, 

| “See! This our father (and our mother) did for us.” 
John Ruskin.’ ” 


Bartel nodded. “Very good. I’m more aware each time 
I'm with you what a stroke of good fortune it was for Bartel’ 
that we got you.” 
“Andy, you’ve made this a personal Victory Day for me. 
Thank you so for those words.” 
He shrugged. “I like the addition there of ‘and our 
mother.’ ” 
Jean laughed. “Neva did that for me. It was a present the 
_ day I passed the exams in New York.” 
| “The whole world thinks ‘this our father did’—even today, 
Jean. You're going to run into problem after problem on this 
job.” 
“It won’t be anything new to me. I’ve been a female all 
my life.” 
“Do tell.” 
She grinned and slapped his arm. “You're impossible!” 
| “No, ’'m completely rational at all times.” He sat down 
on the sofa and lifted a cigar from his inner coat pocket. 
“May I say something serious? I will whether you permit me 
cr not. Jean, do you . . . is our relationship always going 
to be so—strictly platonic?” ; 
She frowned and turned her back, straightening the tunic 
down over her hips. “Why do you ask such a thing?” 
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“Because... ” He lit the cigar. “I would like you to live 
with me.” 

Her mouth was open when she turned to face him. “Now 
what the hell am I supposed to say to that?” 

“ “Ves’ would be appropriate.” 

“Ts this why you hired me? Are the rumors true?” 

“Oh, hell no. This is my own little private enterprise.” 

“You are unreal!” 

He shrugged and took a big drag on the cigar. “You see 
me, sitting right here before you.” 

“Why? Why do you want me?” 

“Now you're unreal, old girl, Have you never heard of 
s-e-x?” 

“How did you spell that? Not !-o-v-e?” 

“There is no such word in my vocabulary, Jean. I think 
you should understand that from the beginning.” Little puffs 
of smoke emitted from the cigar as he looked at her with that 
infuriating droll expression of his. 

Jean sat down on the chair and playfully lined the hammer 
in her hand as if she might consider throwing it at his head. 
But it was no longer funny. She leaned forward with elbows 
on her knees and swung the hammer back and forth thought- 
fully. “You must have a harem, with an honest approach like 
that. How many women do you have?” 

“Only one, at the moment.” 

“Only one. I’m disappointed. Do you think she’ll approve?” 

“No.” a 

“Where do you keep her? Locked in a closet in the pent- 
house?” 

“Las Vegas.” 

“P| have to admit that at least you offer me the honor of — 
more than a one-night-stand-with-option.” ] 

“Dear Jean, one night would never be enough with a 
woman of your beauty and obvious capacity to please a 
man.” 

“Oh? It shows, does it?” 

“J believe they call you the big sexy broad upstairs.” 

“Great! Just great! I work like the devil to achieve some- 
thing so that I can make a living for my kids, doing the work 
I think I do reasonably well, and what do people see? A 
sexy babe!” 

“You shouldn’t be so attractive.” 

“Andy, dammit! Stop this!” 

“Jean, just move in with me for a while. If we’re not com< 
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patible you can always move out. I happen to think we 
could make each other . . . I suppose ‘happy’ is the word. 
I could give you financial security, and a very receptive 
warm bed instead of the empty one you-now have. I must 
say, you’ve given me a real case of the hots, my dear.” His 
eyes teased unmercifully. 

“And then you could cure all my inhibitions and I’d not 
be so uptight, and I could probably work better, right?” 

He shrugged and waved his palm in agreement. 

“What would you say if you were the architect and some 
rich broad made an offer like that to you? Wouldn’t you be 
just a little insulted?” 

“Hell, it’s the offer of a lifetime!” 

“I can see you are a liberated male! You wouldn’t mind 
being a cuckold, then?” 

“This is a little different, Jean. Me Tarzan, you Jean—not 
the other way around.” 

“Oh! I must remember that! You Tarzan, me Jean. Yes. 
Must remember my inferior place. And just what happens to 
your women when you tire of them?” 

“We part company. But your job is not involved in this in 
any way. This is personal.” 

“Oh, well. That’s a relief. I mean, you don’t want me to 
worry about my job.” 

“That’s correct.” 

There was a wicked green-eyed gleam in the eyes she. 
leveled at him. “Of course, I must have a sable coat. Street 
length, so I can flaunt it in the daytime. And, as it is written, 
diamonds truly are a girl’s best friend. I don’t own any 
diamonds at present, but I’m looking forward. How rich are 
you, Mr. Bartel? Could you provide a girl with the kind of 
baubles a sexy broad like me deserves? I think we should 
draw up a contract. Pll have my own lawyer do that, of 
course. My clothes are rather drab and entirely too common. 
Til have. a stipulation in the contract that you must take me 
to Paris twice a year to replenish my wardrobe, and you 
must go with me, ‘cause I’ll want to show off my wealthy 
gentleman friend. Now let’s see—did I forget anything?” 

He stubbed out the cigar in an ash tray. “I take it the 
answer is no?” 

She pointed the hammer at him and smiled sweetly. “You 
got it, sugar.’ 

He nodded and stood up, taking her hand and lifting her 
® her feet. “How about a one-nighter, then?” 
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“Andy! Go and—” 

“Take you to lunch?” 

“Andrew Bartel! You are the most chauvinistic, impudent, 
infuriating ...” 

“Pig?” * 

“No! Pompous ass!” 

He laughed at her. “I didn’t mean to offend you.” 

“Do you constantly test people like this?” 

“Yes. It’s a weakness of mine. But I do want you. Even 
under the exorbitant terms you offered.” 

“You ate a son of a bitch! And in about one minute I’m 
going to tell you to take your umpteen-million-dollar project 
and shove it—sideways!” 

He laid his head back and bellowed with laughter. “Jean 
Iversen, you’re unique!” ” 

“Andy, promise that this is the last time you'll ever say 
anything to me like this. I know I’m not very sophisticated. 
But I feel embarrassed, and even a little insulted.” 

“You've never been a mistress, then?” 

“Yes. To my husband.” 

“And lovers?” 

She turned the color of the jeans. “That's none of your 
G.D. business!” 

He laughed again. “Time for a truce, I think! Come on, 
T’ll take you to lunch.” 

“No. I’m going to finish arranging my office and then I’m 
going for a hamburger and a long walk in the park this 
afternoon—alone!” 

“That’s exactly my itinerary.” 

“Sure.” 

“Come on. Don’t you think we can declare an armistice 
between us? I surrender.” 

Looking into the gray eyes, she saw that he was very 
lonely; and she remembered all his kindnesses. | 

Jean sighed. “I doubt that you’d ever surrender, but I 
suppose this is the day for peace. But promise me you'll 
leave me alone about this mistress thing, you hear?” 

“Can I continue to try for a one-nighter?” 

She straightened her shoulders, lifting her head in &f 
warning. 

“Mmm. Well. Come along, then. I am at least allowed 
buy you that hamburger?” ; 
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Chapter Twelve 


fi= afternoon as Jean turned the corner walking toward the 
mobile home, she saw a little black figure: throw a rock 
through one of the windowpanes. 

The little devil was so intent on his business that he didn’t 
hear her come up behind him. Another window went, and 
the next rock banged a dent into the metal siding. 

Jean Knelt behind him and tapped the young boy on the 
shoulder. 

“What are you doing?” 

He jumped and yelled, terrified. 

She had to laugh. She grabbed his arm as he started to run. 

| “Oh no you.don’t, you little rascal!” He struggled fiercely, 
but she held tight. “Simmer down now. I just want to talk to 
you. It’s all right now. Calm down. I won’t hit you, I promise, 
okay? Now you promise not to run and VU turn you loose. 
Promise?” 

The large frightened eyes blinked and he nodded agree- 
ment. 

“Now please don’t run. I want to talk to you.” She released 

: him and he backed away quickly, obviously fighting his urge 
r= 

Jean continued to kneel, and to smile at him. “My name’s 

Jean Iversen. What’s yours?” 

He was silent, a confusion of newly learned hate upon his 

brow. He looked the same age as Karl and Freddie, and that 
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nicked at her heart. His leather jacket was torn, but his jeans 
were neatly patched. He was a street child whom someone 
loved—someone who didn’t have time for him. 

“I wonder if you could . . . no. You wouldn't do that, I 
guess. Forget I asked.” 

He took a step forward, but still said nothing. His eyes 
were wary but curious. 

She spoke again. “It would be nice, but I know you don’t 
have time even though it would be fun. They taste so good, 
don’t you think?” 

“What do?” 

“What do what?” 

“What do taste so good?” 

“Oh. Chocolate cookies with marshmallow insides. And 
cold milk. But I know you don’t have time to sit down and 
talk to me and eat cookies with me.” 





“Mebbe.” 

“Mebbe what?” 

“Mebbe I got time.” 
. “Really? Wonderful!” Her smile broadened. “But I have § 
problem. I guess . . . no, I better not ask you that.” 


“Axe me what?” He took two steps forward. 

“No. It’s too much to ask a new friend. You might think 
I’m just awful.” 

“Axe me! I tell you yes or no!” 

“No. You wouldn’t do it.” 

“Yes I would!” 

“Would you really? I think you must be the nicest little 
boy in the world to help me clean up this glass so I won’t cut 
myself!” 

He frowned and backed away. “Clean up the glass?” | 
“But if you don’t want to help me . . . maybe I won’t burt 
myself. Gosh, I hope I don’t get cold tonight.” She hugged 

herself and shivered. 

He looked from her to the trailer windows and for the first 
time she saw regret. “Thass you new house?” 

“Yes. But now I guess I'll get cold and I'll cut my hands 
and feet on the glass. I won’t even have time to eat my cook- | 
ies and milk with you because I'll be so busy.” 

He put his hands in his back pockets and took a few steps 
forward. “I hep you.” 

“Aren’t you grand!” 

“My name Marty Jones. What you say you was name?” 
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“Jean Iversen.” 

“TIvsen. I never heard that un befo.” 

“Marty? Shake hands?” 

“T reckon so.” Warily he extended his hand. 

She shook it. “I wonder where we should start.”. 

“Wid the cookies.” 

“Good idea. But if we don’t get the glass up we're liable to 
cut ourselves, you know?’ 

“When you tell the cops, you gone tell ’°em I hepped clean 
up the mess?” 

“What cops?” 

“The cops you gone call and tell em what I done.” 

“Should I tell the police, Marty?” 

“You don’ have to you don’ want to.” 

“Of course, they might be able to tell: me how I could pay 
to get my windows fixed and my chores done.” 

“In I wuz to hep you out, you wouldn’t have to pay no- 
body to do the chores, and you could get the winders fixed 
and you wouldn’ have to bodder the cops none.” 

“That’s a good point. But do you know how to do chores?” 

“Yes’m. I does chores all the time.” 

“That’s what we’ll do then.” 

“We gone eat cookies now?” 

“Yes. Just as soon as we get up the glass, Vil bet it’s all 
over the place!” 

When the glass was cleaned up and cardboard replaced the 
broken panes, they carried the grocery bags into the trailer 
and had cookies and milk together. 

After his fifth cookie he asked her, “Why you nevah did 
axe me why I done it?” 

“J didn’t want to pry into your business.” 

“You sho got a sof’ heart for a white lady.” 

“Soft heart?” 

“Yeah. Uncle Nzinga say that whites got hard hearts.” 

“You live with your uncle?” 

“Yeah. And my Granma Zinnia. She got a café. My folks is 
dead in a car wreck a long time ago. I don’ rekamember 
them. Kin I have mebbe one more of them cookies?” 

“You sure can. I hope this is early enough so that it doesn’t 
spoil your supper.” 

“Naw. Granma say the only way to turn my stomick is to 
put my food behine me.” 

Jean laughed. “I have two little boys at home.” 
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“Where they at?” He looked around. 

“They are with . . . their grandmother. I'll bring - them 
down here when school is out next summer.” 

“Kin I play wid em?” 

“You sure can.” 

“J sorry I broke the winders on you new house.” 

“It’s all right, darling. I'll not be living here long anyway.” 

“You scared off already?” 

“Almost. But I’m staying here just a little while because 
soon construction will begin on a brand-new housing project 
that will give nice homes to lots of people.” 

“I heared Uncle Nzinga and the others talkin’ abou’ that. 
They’re mad. They say it’s a bad thing for whiteys to come in 
here and build ugly tall prisons for us blacks.” 

“Honey, it won’t be a prison. It will be very nice! It will 
be ten tall buildings, but it will be very nice and people will 
buy their own apartments just as white folks do. And each 
building will have stores, and nice things, and there will be a 
giant park all around the buildings for children to play. I 
promise, it will be beautiful!” 

“How you know this?” 

“Because I’m one of the people who planned it. ’'m an 
architect.” 

“What an arkie tect?” 

“Architect—one who. plans buildings and sees that they’re 
built right.” 

“You-do that?” 

“Yes, do” 

“Mmm. An’ you say it ain’t goina be ugly?” 

“Tomorrow I'll bring you a picture I drew of what it’s sup- 
posed to look like.” 

“Good deal. I be here. An’ hep you take out the trash. 
When you get home?” 

‘Usually after dark.” 

“¥ be here.” 

“Would you like some more milk?” 

“I gone tell you why now. I done it ’cause Uncle Nzinga 
say we goina keep you white folks from building that prison 
for us.”. 

“Do you think maybe your Uncle Nzinga got the wrong 
dope?” 
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“He don’ take no dope. He say that stuff poison. He- say ij 





that stuff been one thing keeps us down. He say us got to rise 
up.” 
“T see.” 


He was sitting on the steps when she came home Wednes- 
day at six-thirty. 

“Marty! Are you cold?” 

“Yes’m.” 

“Honey, you shouldn’t have waited so late for me.” 

“Granma say a man give his word he do what he say.” 

“You told your grandmother, huh?” 

“Yes’m. I tells Granma evathing. Hurry and git the door 
open. It cold out here.” 

She laughed and put the key in the lock. “I'll make some 
hot chocolate. Have you had supper?” __ 

“Yes’m. I eat already. We had barbecue ribs and red 
beans and tater salad and cornbread.” 

“Oh, Marty! That sounds so good! I’m so hungry. I have 
a good mind to go to your granma’s café for supper.” 

“Sho. But first I got take out the trash and eat some hot 
chocolate.” 

“It’s a drink, Marty.” 

“Oh, yeah.” 

She filled the kettle with water and put chocolate powder 
into mugs. “I talked to my boys last night, Marty. They’re 
coming down Saturday and we’re going to the zoo. Would 
you like to come with us?” 

“Yep. Sho would. I only been once.” 

“Good. They’re coming on the bus at ten-thirty. You. be 
here before ten Saturday morning and you can go with me to 
the bus station. We'll go from there to the park, okay?” 

Jean handed Marty the cocoa, and he sipped it. 

“Yes’m. I be here: This good hot chocolate. I don’ remem- 
ber evah drinkin’ it befo.” 


Sunday afternoon Jean was feeling the aftermath of the 
tumultuous weekend. First it had been the exhausting day 
chasing two five-year-olds and one six-year-old around Her- 
man Park. Then had come the gentle nagging from Neva 
when she’d seen the trailer where Jean was staying. Jean had 
promised to move Monday. To cap the weekend had been the 
heartbreaking goodbyes Sunday as she’d put her three people 
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back on the bus and had seen them wave until the belching 
diesel machine was out of sight. 

When she got. back to the trailer, she found Marty on the 
step. He began to tell her about the picture in the paper and 
how.mad Uncle Nzinga and his friends were. 

“What picture, Marty?” | 

“In the paper. It show us all togedder—me ’n’ you ’n’ Karl 
’n’ Freddie. It say underneath the pitcher that you was the 
one goina build de projik and that I was a projik chile. Uncle 
Nzinga say you used me. How you use me, Miz Ivsen, ‘cept 
to take out the trash?” 

“Uncle Nzinga is wrong. Come on, Marty. Let’s go talk to 
him.” 

“Miz Ivsen, I don’ know whedder you should.” 

“Why? I’ll just explain that it’s all a mistake.” 

Don’ nobody ’splain nuttin’ to Uncle Nzinga. He tell them 
but they don’ tell him.” 

“All we can do is try.” 


_ Her old car was not out of place in front of the battered 
streetfront café with handbills plastering the side of the build- 
ing. Apparently there were sleeping quarters upstairs, because 
Marty said that he lived above the café. 

The child seemed relieved when he looked around the 
dreary interior of the café and saw that his Uncle Nzinga was 
not around. 

“You like Granma’s new curtains?” He ran over and 
preudly fingered the ruffied red cotton that added a deep-red 
glow to the room as the setting sun hit the windows and 
brightened the red-checkered oilcloth on the tables. The place 
smelled delicious. 

Granma Zinnia was a tall spare black woman with a ker- 
chief on her straightened hair. She eyed Jean warily, non- 
committally, neither hostile nor friendly, but Jean met the 
brown eyes with a big smile. 

“Hello. I’m Jean Iversen.” 

“Zinnia Jones.” She took Jean’s proffered hand. 

“Marty has told me about his grandmother and her won- 
derful food: From the aromas I smell I can tell he was right.” 

“Mm-hm. Marty’s a good boy. He told me about the 
broken winders. I want you to know I taught him better than 
that.” 

“Yes, ma’am. I know how children are. I have two of my 
own.” 
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“Marty told me. Thank you for takin’ him with you to the 
z00. I just don’t hardly have time to do them kinda things.” 

. “Mrs. Jones, I came to try and explain about the picture 
that appeared in the paper. I didn’t plan it. It just happened 
that a newsman recognized me and took our picture. I didn’t 
think ‘anything about it. I just asked him if I couid buy some 
prints so we’d have memories of a good day. But Marty tells 
me that you all felt I had used him.” 

“It’s my son that got upset. I thought it was a purty pitcher, 
myself. I cut it out and put it on Marty’s wall.” 

The little boy stood looking from one to the other, a smile 
beginning on his face as he realized that Granma and his new 
friend were going to get along all. right. “Granma, Miz Ivsen 
might take supper with us, you ask her. I done tol’ her about 
you good cookin’.” 

There was a hesitant flicker in the dark eyes which Jean 
caught. ; 

“Marty, that is very sweet of you, but maybe we can do 
that another day soon. I really have to get back.” 

“Miz Ivasen, I guess I better explain. My son, he ain’ jus’ 
a little angry about the projik you associated with. He been 
bitter ever since he hurt his knee senior year at Texas South- 
ern. You probly hear of him? Bobby Joe Jones? All-America 
fullback? Coulda been a pro. But the knee took care that. He 
sees this and he sees the way his people git stepped on, and 
then he see Watts and Detroit and—well, I reckon it be best 
if you don’ get caught around here after dark.” 

“Mrs. Jones, I can understand the bitterness, but I’ve never 
hurt anyone. All P’'ve ever wanted to do was help people.” 

“I believe you. No doubtin’ you been real good to my gran- 
baby after he done what he did. But a good heart ain’ always 
@ proper protection when evil’s a-stirrin’ men’s mirids.” 

“Did your son see the drawings I sent with Marty?” 

“Yes’m. I think they mighty purty. I think you're a real 
good artist.” ; 

“Can’t you all see how nice it will be?” 

“Bobby—he done change his name to Nzinga after some 
old Africa king long time ago. But he say it never be like them 
pitchers. He say it end up like Chicago.” 

“I promise you, Mrs. Jones, it will never be like Green- 
field.” 

“It be dark soon. Mebbe we kin talk another time. I 
enjoyed meeting you, Miz Ivasen. And couldn’t you find some 
other place to live? That not too good there where you at.” 
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“Mrs. Jones, what is it? Am I in danger there?” 

Her eyes lowered. “Yes’m. You is. But that all I kin say.” 

Jean touched her arm. “Thank you, Mrs. Jones.” She 
hugged Marty quickly and left. As she drove away, a group of 
blacks in army fatigues sauntered down the street. They were 
led by an enormous black man. They turned to stare as she 
passed by, and Jean shivered. 


When she got back to the trailer, Jean gathered all her 
‘clothes and her personal belongings and tossed them into the 
-back seat of the Rambler. Then she drove across town to a 
motel and barricaded herself in. A hot shower helped, but it 
was early in the morning before she dropped into a fitful 
sleep which lasted longer than she usually allowed. 

Three police cars stood in front of the Tower when Jean 
drove under to the parking garage the next morning. She 
went to. her office curious to know if the savings and loan 
office on the street floor had been broken into during the 
night, or the jewelry store. People on her floor were scurry- 
ing around like squirrels. She saw two uniformed policemen 
talking in front of her office as she headed toward it, and the 
whole place was in a turmoil. One of her secretaries saw her 
walking confused down the hall. 

“Mrs. Iversen! Are you all right?” 

“Yes, Margie. I am. What’s going on here?” 

“Someone tell the Bartels she’s okay.” 

“Mrs. Iversen, I’m so glad to see you!” The girl hugged her. 
“We were worried sick. Especially when you were late.” 

“Tate?” She looked at her watch. “Yes, I-am. I rushed, but 
I guess it took more time than I thought it would to drive 
across town—” 

“Jean!” 

She whirled around at the command in Andrew Bartel’s . 
voice. He looked both very angry and very relieved as he 
snatched her arm and Jed her into his office, shutting the door 
before he spoke. “ 

“You’re okay?” 

“Yes. I’m fine. What’s—” 

You had us out of our minds!” 

“But how?” 

Impulsively he took her in his arms. “I thought—I was 
afraid that... ” 

Jean felt his hands shaking at her back. She held him close. 
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“Andy! What is it?” She lifted her head, but he pressed it 
back against his chest. ; 

“Just be still a moment, Jean . . . be still.” After a bit he 
released her and placed his hands on her shoulders. 

“What is it, Andy?” 

He led her to a sofa and sat her down, sitting beside her. 
He held her hand. “Where have you been?” é 

“TI was frightened. I spent the night in a motel.” 

“What frightened you?” 

“A feeling. Something ugly . . . I don’t know. I talked to 
Marty’s grandmother and she said I wasn’t safe.” 

“The little black in the picture?” 

“Yes. That picture angered his uncle.” 

“It must have. They went in last night and nape that 
trailer tier Jean, I... we thought that you... that 
they... why in hell didn’t you call me and tell me "what 
you were going to do?” 

“Andy, I’m sorry. You know I wouldn’t worry you inten- 
tionally.” 

“At times I wish I’'d never met you!” 

“Do you really?” 

“No. But I'd like very much to turn you over my knee!” 

“They tore up the trailer?” 

“Every window out—both trailers. Ripped up the furni- 
ture. I thought they had dragged you out and . . . God, Pm 
glad to see you—goddam you!” 

“Andy, I’m sorry. I almost called. In fact I almost came up 
to see you because I was so frightened—I don’t know when 
I’ve been quite so scared—but I was hesitant to come up or 
call either, because I thought you would think— 

“Jean, anytime you need me, you call, or come, you “hear 
me? No matter where I am, you can at least call me. I am not 
quite the beast I must seem to you. If you had come up last 
night, it would have saved me the last six hours of worrying. 
I was awakened at three a.m. by the security people.” 

“Oh, dear. I feel just horrible.” 

“Well, at least you’re safe. But in the future you come to 
me! I promise to behave. Just don’t ever scare me the way you 
did this morning. Please! My ulcers can’t take it!” ~ 

“T promise, Andy.” 

“And now you'd better call your family. I'm afraid we 
called up there to see if you were home.” 

“Oh, my God!” 
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Bartel watched as she talked to the housekeeper, promising 
over and over again that she had already moved, and that she 
was fine, just fine. Jean was very quiet after she hung up the 
phone and sat back down opposite him. : 

After a few minutes he spoke up. “Jean, right this minute 
we're going to look at an apartment for you. Bartel has a new 
complex recently completed. I happen to own—uh—a piece 
of it. Come on.” 

Before she could leave Jean had to talk to the police and 
try to explain how she knew to leave and why then she didn’t 
call them if she had indeed been warned. There was really no 
way she could satisfactorily explain, and finally. Andy told 
them they had enough and ushered her away. He told the 
news people downstairs that she would give a statement later. 

The building he took her to was a luxury condominium 
in the middle of downtown Houston. At first, he took her to 
a three-bedroom palace on the fifteenth floor, but she pro- 
tested that she couldn’t afford it, and forbade him to make 
“special arrangements” for her. “Besides, I’m going to buy a 
house as soon as I get the money together—maybe this spring. 
So an apartment is a temporary thing. All I need is a small 
one-bedroom.” ; 

_ “All right. Come on.” He took her down to the third floor 
and unlocked the front door of an apartment. It was three 
rooms and bath plus a small balcony beside the dining area of 
the living room. 

“T think this is what I need. How much is it?—and tell me 
the truth.” 

“Four twenty-five.” 

“Good Lord!” 

“It’s convenient to. work. You could even walk to the 
Tower from here.” 

“That’s a thought. I guess all downtown apartments are 
expensive.” 

“You'll pay for what you get. The reason I want you here 
is the excellent security this building offers. Guard in the 
parking garage, closed-circuit TV, doorman, regular floor 
patrols. Frankly, Jean, I’m damned tired of worrying about 
you!” ; 

“All right. If it will relieve everyone’s mind, I'll take this 
one. I guess I owe you that mich.” 

“You certainly do! You'll sign a six-month lease, then? By 
that time we should be able to find you a suitable house.” 

“Yes. Thank you, Andy.” 
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“Tl have the lease sent to your office, and I'll make ar- 
rangements for the rent to be deducted from your salary.” 

“Isn’t that a lot of trouble?” 

“Yes, but I don’t want to worry about you while I’m gone. 
I'm leaving today—be gone the rest of the month, I'll be back 
for the groundbreaking ceremonies December first. Will you 
be ready with your part by then?”* 

“Of course.” 

“Even the rearrangements of the buildings as you suggested 
in order to give better playground areas?” 

“Yes. It’s nearly done now.” She looked around again and 
nodded. “I’m going to like this place, Andy.” : 

“Good enough.” He offered his arm and they walked to his 
car. 

“Where are you going to be the rest of the month?” 

“Las Vegas, New York, Paris, Switzerland, Saudi Arabia, 
Tran, and back the same route to a place called Houston.” 

“Tell me, how do you expect to get to all those places in 
just thirteen days?” 

“There’s this relatively new invention called the jet plane. 
‘That’s spelled j-e-t.” 

“Idiot. How can you ever get flight connections for such a 
crowded itinerary?” 

“Fil take you out to Hobby and show you some of our 
fleet of jets. The company owns one large and five small jets. 
Four of the smalter ones are assigned in other cities—two in 
Vegas, two in Europe. One small one and the big jet are as- 
signed to me. Doesn’t that impress the hell out of you?” 

“It does for a fact. This is a big business.” : 

“Afraid so, and getting bigger. Actually, I make this jaunt 
once a month. But I usually have a few more days tacked on. 
Lately I’ve had some rather ridiculous red-headed reasons for 
postponing.” 

“There you go, blaming all your troubles on me! What in 
the world—titerally—do you do for Bartel and ABC that 
hecessitates all this running around?” 

“You might say I’m a bag man.” 

“Oh, all right.” 

“I'm, uh, a lawyer, Jean. Just a corporate lawyer. I’m sure 
you don’t want to hear all the dreary details.” 

“I'd love to hear it, but I can see that you don’t want to 
talk now.” 

“That's right. Jean, I want you to drive my car while I’m 
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gone. Yours isn’t safe.” He could see that the idea pleased 
her. “You will take me to the airport then? And pick me up 
Sunday, the thirtieth? Pll let you know when to be there.” 

“I'd love to.” 

The whole trip Andrew Bartel remembered the sight of 
Jean standing beside his Cadillac waving him off as the largest 
of the jets carried him away. And when he remembered he’d 
smile to himself and think: “That stubborn red-head!” 


Chapter Thirteen 


By Thanksgiving Eve the boats had full holds despite the light 
drags and nets full of crabs that had plagued them for two 
weeks. Soon it would be time to head south. 

Joe’s fleet sailed up the Calcasieu toward Lake Charles with 
a double purpose in mind—to foil Maggio and to be near the 
homes of most of the crew, the village of La Belle Cajun. 

On the way back down the river, they turned into the quiet 
bayou, and the feu follet, the trail of gleaming phosphorus 
left when still waters were disturbed, marked their passing at 
twilight. 

The luggers drifted in and were tied to available dock space, 
or to giant moss-hung oaks leaning into the bayou. Joe stood 
with bis foot braced against the rail, watching the ground 
come up, unaware of the sounds of joyous shouts from the 
land and answering shouts back from the boats. He was still 
pondering the ominous warning from the plant manager— 
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' where they’d sold cheap, goddammit! Prime jumbo shrimp, 
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sold like brownies! 

“It’s the only way we can handle it, Mr. Devereaux. We 
buy from you it gotta be for less, ’cause de risk. We don’t 
want no part your war with Mr. Maggio. He sent us a real 
strong warning, him,” 

- Goddam, a man gets down and they all start kicking him. 

“Aye, Joe! Look who waitin’ for you!” 

He looked to Papa behind him at the wheel, and then to the 
bank where the beautiful young Cajun girl waved and 
laughed. After the lines were tied, Joe leaped over the rail 
and onto the grassy bank. He was greeted by a big wriggling 
hug from Emilie who was about a foot shorter. than he. 

“Hey, you, Joe Dayvro! I miss you, me!” 

“Hey, yourself, Emilie gal!” He swung her around and set 
her back down. Her arms moved from his neck and clung to 
his waist. 

“Joe, you have Thanksgivin’ with us, ’ein?” ? 

“I hadn’t even thought about it, to tell you the truth.” 

“Hey, Papa! What you do to le bon major, ’ein? Him, he 
don’ look like hisself.” - 

“He got worries, Emilie. Lot of bother on his mind, him.” 

Joe tried to keep a grin on his face, but it was difficult. 
Worry and doubt about the business . . . and there was Jean. 
The two weeks had not even begun to dim the memories of 
his love for her. He had forgiven her indiscretions. She was, 
after all, a beautiful woman, He would marry ber and that 
would solve the problem of other men. Still, if he could just’ 
see her tonight, this weekend . . . But it might be dangerous 
for her. 

“Come back to.us, Joe, and tell me what is happen to youl! 
You way somewhere else, you.” 

“Sorry, bébé. I got to get over to the house and pass out 
the payroll, ’ein? The eagle fly—but not too high, I’m afraid. 
Give me a ride?” 

“Mais sho! Then tonight come to the house, ’ein? We have 
our own little fais-dodo, ’ein?” 

“Maybe.” 

After he’d paid everyone two-thirds of what he owed them 
Joe relaxed in the cottage he’d bought a year before, to have 
a place to stay until the boats were readied. Now it was the 
only halfway safe place he had in the world besides the boats. 
Every other place dear to him was off limits because of the 
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danger that might follow him. He felt an inundating wave of 
loneliness for East Texas and the Devereaux clan that would 
be gathering there. Jean would be close by, too. Maybe. He 
switched on the lamp and called home. 


“Hello! ... Yeah, it’s me .. . Everyone but me? .. . How 
about that. . . . Think I ought to just do that, ’ein? ... 
Okay, let me guess. The President is the surprise guest. . . . 
No? . . . Jean! Well damn! How about that! . . . You 
bet! . . . Pll be there by morning if I can. And don’t tell 
anyone—even Jean—that I’m coming. I want to surprise 
them. ... Yes, ma’am. . . . Love you too, Mama... . See 


you in the morning.” 

A broad grin spread across his face. It was settled! He 
would see her tomorrow and Maggio would never know! 
Ah hooh! 


- At his parents’ home, Joe was greeted as though he were 
the long-lost hero returning from the wars. Indeed, he had 
been just that, once. And perhaps he was again—his own 
private war with the Mafia. But no one there knew of that, 
and he managed to forget it in the exchange of news with 
brothers not seen in a year, and in hugs from the sisters-in- 
law he always managed to charm. 

After a brief whispered conversation with his mother 
as to when Jean would be there, he ate breakfast around an 
ever-changing lapful of nieces or nephews who whispered 
secrets into Uncle Joe’s ear. And after breakfast, they all piled 
on top of him on the living-room rug. 

The day was fantastic! He walked around the yard just 
looking and breathing deeply—the family pied piper to the 
string of children. They all adored the bachelor uncle who had 
piloted airplanes in the war and who now went out on boats 
all day. 

Joe’s brother Bob, the oldest of the clan, threw a football 
at him and the game was on. Mary Devereaux and her 
daughters-in-law looked out to see all four sons and all the ten 
grandchildren engaged in a touch-football free-for-all, except 
for the baby, who sat on Grandpa’s lap and snatched at his 
pipe. The girls looked at Mary. She smiled and nodded and 
watched them join the fracas on the front lawn. Dinner could 
wait awhile. Most of it was done anyway. Mary sat on the 
porch beside Clayton. He put an arm around her while they 
watched their progeny yell and carry on like wild Indians. 
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Joe didn’t see Jean until she and the children were standing 
by the steps talking to Mary. 

“Hey, baby! See if you can catch!” 

She reached up and caught the easy pass. “What do I do 
with it?” 

“You better run! You’re on my team and they’re out to 
get you!” 

Jean saw three sisters-in-law, five nephews and one brother 
coming at her. She shrieked and ran, dodging like crazy. 

. Joe stood back and laughed. The old long-legged gal 
could run! And she wore the same turquoise sweater and 
slacks she’d worn the first time he ever saw her. Uh-oh! 
She went down with a pile of his relatives on top of her. He 
fan over and separated arms and legs and the whole crazy 
group lay back and laughed. 

Jean looked up at Joe standing above her with a big grin 
on his face. “Joe Devereaux, when I was invited over for din- 
ner I'd no idea I would be the dinner!” 

The Devereaux clan Jaughed. 

“Hey, Joe, who is this gal?” 

“You been keeping secrets from your brothers?” 

“Ladies and brothers, allow me to present the next 
Devereaux-to-be: This is my Jean!” He plopped down beside 
her and hugged her tight. “God, I missed you, gal!” 

She turned red, as usual, and that made the onlookers 
laugh some more. Karl and Freddie timidly eased into the 
crowd. Jean caught them to her. 

“These are my sons, Karl and Freddie.” 

All of the children eventually drifted to a miniature version 
of the game the adults had quit, while the adults sat on the 
grass and got acquainted and reacquainted. 

“Hey, Joe, you do realize you’re the only one in this crowd 
who’s never been a parent?” 

“We oughta drum you out ofthe clan!” 

“Hell, I’m working on it! If I could just get Jean to coop- 
erate!” 

That brought another round of teasing. The rat-a-tat barbs 
flew back and forth until the sisters-in-law began to drift to- 
ward the kitchen, inviting Jean. But she was detained. 

“She'll be along shortly.” Joe lifted her to her feet and 
with an arm about her waist escorted her toward the barn, 
shooing away nieces and nephews and Jean’s kids too. Once 
out of sight, he held her close and laid a long kiss on her 
dew 
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‘Darling, it’s so good to see you, to hold you again. So 
damn good. Oh, Jean, I love you. I wish I were in bed with 
you right now. You drive me crazy!” 

“Oh, Joe ...my Joe...” She nuzzied his neck, 

“I can’t take much more of this. Let’s go find the hayloft, 
or slip upstairs. Hell, I know! Let’s go get something you for- 
got at your house. Remember that morning in your bedroom? 
I'll never forget that as long as I live!” 

. Jean looked at him, half-persuaded. Then she smiled and 
shook her head, whispering, “No, darling ... we're not 
animals, are we?” 

“Yes!” 

‘I'd better go in and see what I can do to help with 
dinner.” 

“One more kiss?” 

They were the topic of the conversation when they walked 
in the back door. 

“When did they meet?” 

“Yeah! Isn’t this kind of sudden?” 

Joe put his hands on his hips and laughed at his sisters- 
in-law. “Listen to these geese!” He mocked them. “ “When 
did they meet?’ Don’t you wish you knew, sister dear?” 

She popped him with a dishtowel, which he snatched, 
popped her back, then threw it to Jean and ran out, yelling, 
“See you later, baby. I’m not safe in there!” 

All through dinner Joe watched. her, proud of the way she 
fit happily into his noisy family, proud of the way they 
accepted her as one of them, but mostly he watched her lust- 
fully, remembering. .. . 

Joe finally got Jean alone again beneath the same oak tree 
where they’d sat when they first met. Twenty-seven days be- 
fore, to be exact, as he commented to her. 

“I know. I wore this same outfit to commemorate our 
twenty-seventh anniversary.” 

“How many times have we made out, Jean?” 

“About twenty-seven. And hush your mouth. You make it 
sound like . : . a love-a-thon, or something.” 

“Where and when can we be together?” he asked. 

She didn’t answer. 

“Okay, then I'll tell you. We'll go to a cabin on the 
fake. One with a fireplace. I know where some are. How does 
that sound? A whole weekend together!” 

“¥t sounds like we’re shameless, but I want it too, Joe.” 

“Then you'll meet me there?” 
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“Just tell me how to get there.” 

“Tt will be wonderful, Jean. I’ll draw you a map how to get 
to the cabins. This time of year there won’t be too many 
people around there. My car will be in front of the one I get 
for us. T’li bring the food. You just bring yourself, you hear?” 


Joe had been waiting since four o’clock, and darkness had 
long settled over the pine trees silhouetted in the rippling 
lake. He built up the fire and made the room look homier, 
smoothing the bed where he had been lying and thinking of 
Jean. He straightened the bouquet of flowers he had brought. 

He went outside and stood frowning on the porch. The 
chill of late November bit through the sleeves of his shirt. Joe 
watched the road as though if he watched hard enough her car 
would appear. Finally, he went back inside, agitated and 
worried. 

The steaks were ready to be broiled and he’d made a salad. 
There was nothing to do now but sit in front of the fire and 
wait and throw on a log as was needed to keep it blazing. He 
was making a pot of coffee when he saw the lights flash. 

Joe raced outside, opening the car door before she could 
completely stop. And there she was with her beautiful smile 
and all of it for him. He forgot to be angry. 

“I’m sorry I’m late, Joe, but I—” 

He kissed her hungrily, stifling her words, and she pressed 
against him, holding on tightly. 

“I'm so glad you got here safely, honey. I’m not going to 
turn you loose till Monday morning.” 

Their laughter echoed through the woods before it was 
silenced by the closing of the door to the firelit cabin. Jean 
went straight to the flowers that shimmered with gold from 
the dancing fire. 

“Joe, how beautiful. Thank you for remembering how 
much I love flowers, my darling.” 

He smiled and nodded. Jean kicked off her shoes, and he 
helped her take off her coat, admiring the green dress. 

“You are so pretty, woman!” He held her face between his 
hands and gazed at the beauty loving back at him. “Please 
love me, Joe,” she said. : 

He gathered her in his arms, burying his face in her neck. 
“I do, darlin’. Lord, I do love you.” 

Moments later, the dress discarded, Jean’s nipple firmed 
beneath his inquiring touch, and he fumbled behind her to 
undo the bra. His look was fervently admiring as he released 
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her from the lace cups. Moaning, he lay his head on the taut 
mounds, feeling the quickened beat of her heart.’Gently he 
rolled his tongue over one breast and then the other, then 
held them in his hands as his tongue found hers in a fierce 
contest of ardor. 

He rolled her over and set her on top of him, letting his 
mouth take its choice of her nipples, which stood firm just 
above his face. Jean braced herself with her weight resting on 
her hands as his hands pushed and pulled at her waist, her 
hips, her thighs, moving her pelvis against his. Her eyes closed 
and she threw back her head and murmured gently. Impa- 
tiently, he placed her beneath him, removing her panties, and 
kissing the warm soft belly and the thighs tight against each 
other. As he caressed her rhythmically, she unbuttoned his 
shirt and let her fingers play against his chest in the same 
rhytam. He slipped owt of his clothes and paused for a mo- 
ment, drinking in the beauty of the woman on his.bed. Her 
legs parted slightly as he moved over her, thrusting gently, 
and felt the grasping tremor of Jean’s love. Their bodies 
moved in unison until a soft cry came from her, evoking a 
low prolonged murmur from Joe as he smothered her beneath 
him. For a long while they held each other, murmuring pro- 
fessions of wonderment and satisfaction and allegiance. 

Later they sat on the rug by the fire, she in her granny 
gown and he in his pajamas, and they watched the fire—and 
they watched each other, each not sure the other was real, not 
certain any of this was real. They fell asleep tightly entwined 
before the flickering firelight. 

In the middle of the night Jean awakened to Joe’s kiss and 
his caressing hands upon her breasts, and she received his love 
again, as wonderful, as full, as complete as it had been earlier. 

Dawn crept across the room in gray silence and Joe awak- 
ened suddenly, feeling the warmth and softness snuggling up 
beside him. He turned carefully and examined her sleeping 
face as though it were a dictionary where meanings could be 
found. He wanted to take her again, but she slept so soundly, 
with a touch of a smile about her lips, that he let her sleep, 
though he found he couldn’t lie beside her calmly. 

He slid from the bed and covered her gently, then slipped 
into his pajama bottoms. He made coffee and opened the 
drapes slightly. Seating himself in a big chair beside the win- 
dow, he alternated his gaze between the marvel of morning 
sun rising over the lake and the wonder of his woman sleep- 
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ing in his bed, with her bright hair curling about the child- 
like beauty of her face. 

Jean awakened with a smile and stretched dreamily, then 
opened her eyes to spy Joe grinning at her. She covered her 
head and spoke from beneath the covers. 

“Don’t look at me! I’m a witch in the mornings!” 

He stood up laughing, but before he got to the bed she was 
out on the other side, flying toward the bathroom. _ 

She emerged later with her hair combed back loosely and a 
dash of pink lipstick across her mouth. Plopping unceremo- 
niously onto his lap, she reached behind him to open the 
drapes all the way. Together they observed the frosty morn- 
ing. She lay her head back against his shoulder and cuddled 
in his arms as Joe squeezed her and patted her bottom. — 

Eventually, the notion came to them that neither had eaten 
since sometime the day before and it might be a good idea to 
cook the forgotten steaks from last night. The stove was not 
much. The steaks had to be pan-broiled, and the salad’ was 
given up as a lost cause, but it was their first meal they'd 
cooked together and they toasted the occasion. Joe opened 
wine and they drank it from paper cups and ate from paper 
plates. 

The lure of the crisp gray weather finally attracted them out 
into the golden woods, where their. boots crackled over the 
dry leaves. The lovers held hands, swinging their arms mer- 
rily and seeing everything as though they’d never noticed a 
crunchy leaf, or a gnarled oak with a nest of squirrels, or 
the white tail of a fleeing doe, As the day wore on toward 
evening, a chilling mist arose from the lake and slithered 
over the land. The two retreated into their cabin then, and 
shivered until Joe built up the fire and Jean heated a pot of 
chili on the stove. They ate seated upon the hearth, 

They lay very close beside each other on the rug and stared 
into the fire when the meal was over. 

Jean smiled and sighed. “Joe, did you ever think you could 
be this happy?” 

“Never. Jean, you know, if I lost VOU aie” 

“What. are you talking about? I told you already, you 
couldn’t run me off with a stick!” 

“Then marry me.” 

Jean sat upright. “Joe, I will marry you. I want to, you 
know. Very much.” 
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“That is exactly what I’ve been waiting to hear. I think we 
can finda J.P. tonight!” _ : 

“Joe, I don’t really understand. You have all of me you'll 
ever have right now, as I own all of you that anyone can. 
What do we need a paper for—right now, anyway?” — 

“You are the damnedest woman in the world!” 

“Thank you, dear.” She laughed up at him as he got to his 
feet in exasperation. 

“Why can’t we go over to Louisiana tonight and get mar- 
ried? Just tell me why!” 

“Because.” 

“Insane! You're driving me out of my mind! Do you real- 
ize, gal, how many females have tried to get me to say them 
there words?” He grasped her hand and lifted her up with a 
jerk. 

“Braggart!” she moved away, looking back coyly. “Well, 
I ain’t no pushover, but I could be had... . ” 

He folded his arms and shook his head at the silly redhead, 
-who piled her hair on top of her head and wriggled her curvy 
butt at him. 

“Joe Devereaux, if you want those other females when you 
could have me, there’s just no hope for you!” 

He took two giant steps and swatted her bottom soundly, 

pulling her hands from her hair and lifting them backward 
around his neck. He whispered huskily, “Goddam you, Jean 
Turquoise! I'll never want another woman but you!” His 
hands clasped her breasts as she laid her head back to be 
kissed. 
. Suddenly he whirled her around and picked her up. He 
looked fiercely into her eyes, then he carried her over to the 
bed as if she were a pillow and threw her down. “I’m fixing 
to make love to you such as you won’t ever forget!” 

She narrowed her eyes and opened her mouth provoca- 
tively. 

“Tf it’s any better than it’s been I'll die... .” 


While Jean showered, Joe sat drying his hair with a towel. 
He paused. Everything was so simple for her . . . whatever 
fit was right. Just as she’d said about the showers—“You go 
first ’cause I take longer.” mee 

He smoked three cigarettes before she came out, brushing 
her hair, and sat on the corner of the bed facing him. “I'l go 
for that ride with you now.” 

“Oh ho! It was that good, ’ein?” 
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( ' “Well, good enough that I'll let you take me as far as the 


crossroads store. I want to call home and see about the boys.” 
' “You're going to be sorry, young lady! You may not ever 
get this chance again!” He sat beside her and zipped the back 
of her pink sweater while she held her hair out of the way. 
Then she took his hand and kissed it. 

“{ will marry you, Joe.” It was the wide-eyed child who 
pledged this to him. 

“When?” 

“When we pally understand each other. It’s going to hap- 
pen, though—it’s not just something that might happen. Until 
then, we'll be lovers. Glorious, ecstatic lovers such as the 
world has never seen!” 

She kissed him merrily and walked.over to the closet, 
throwing his jacket at him. She put on her coat. “Let’s go see 
how my children are. I shouldn’t have done this, I suppose.” 
She laid her cheek against his as he straightened her collar. 
“But I’m glad I did.” 

“How about a Christmas wedding?” 

“Persistent devil, aren’t you!” 

“Yes, I am that.” 


After she’d talked with the twins, Joe was sulky on the 
drive back to the cabin. 

“Joe, don’t be angry.” 

“I’m not.” 

“They want their mommy.” 

He said wryly, “I want her, too.” 

“But they’re only five years old.” 

“Hell, I’m only thirty-two!” 

“Why won’t you spend the day with us?” 

“Oh . . . okay. I just hate our time together to end.” 

“Tt hasn’t ended. We have all night, and all day tomorrow.” 

“You're right—I know. ...” 

“By the way, you! I’ve had my job three weeks now and 
you haven’t so much as congratulated me yet!” 

“That’s because I’m not particularly happy about it. All it 
means is that we can’t be together, and that you won’t marry 
me.” He chucked her under the chin. “If you were a destitute 
little widder woman you’d marry me.” 

Jean shrank back against the door. “Is that what you want? 
A widder woman who marries you for security?” 

“Well, not just any little old widder woman.” 

She fell silent, and when they arrived she preceded him into 
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the cabin without a word. She bit her lip while she made a 
pot of coffee for him and stood waiting for it to perk. 

Joe hung up their coats. He hesitated a moment before 
walking into the kitchen. His arm encircled her waist, and he 
kissed her ear. “Smells good.” 

nies 

“Pm sorry, darling. I was just teasing a while ago.” 

“No. You weren’t.” 

“Jeanie, I can’t help being jealous, or wanting you so bad 
I don’t care for anything else. All I can do is love you the best 
I can, and apologize for what I’m lacking.” f 

She turned and laid her cheek against his. “We'll work it 
out, won’t we, Joe?” 

“You bet.” He kissed her tenderly. 


Sunday began as not the best day he’d ever had, though he 
tried to hide his feelings, and if Jean was aware that his good 
humor was slightly forced she was wise enough te pretend not 
to notice. A day playing “fish” and coloring in books and 
saddling Shetland ponies was not exactly what he’d envi- 
sioned as part of the big weekend, but he did enjoy riding 
with Jean and the kids. She sat her horse like a show rider, 
and he liked to watch the way she handled the two rambunc- 
tious pistols with a quiet authority. Her open adoration of her 
sons was returned by both of them. 

Before the day was half over Joe had decided that, yes, he 
would like to be their daddy. Not just to get Jean, but to be a 
father to the little boys—who obviously admired him by the 
way they tried to imitate his every move, and who took him 
down to the creek to show him the wolf den. Even his habit 
of standing wide-legged, hands on hips, was soon being imi- 
tated by them. On the way back from the excursion, Joe 
carried a giggling little boy under each arm while Jean stood 
watching from the back porch. 

She was pleased with him; he could tell by the glowing 
look she gave him. 

By dusk they were a family sitting around the kitchen 
table drinking bedtime cocoa. When the kids went to bed, he 
proudly wore the damp kisses they’d planted on his face be- 
fore he switched out the light. He walked down the hall from 
their room with his arm around Jean’s shoulders. 

In front of her bedroom door he paused, asking silently. 
She merely touched his cheek and led him down to the study. 
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“If you'll build us a fire I'l! make coffee. Would you like 
some more of that cake?” 

“Sure would.” His attention was drawn toward the portrait 
hanging above the fireplace. He couldn’t get a reading on the 
man. A twinge of something, surely not jealousy, for the man 
was dead, but something . . . something bothered him as he 
looked into the face of the middle-aged man who sat erect, 
looking out with a solicitous devotion. Perhaps it was Jean’s 
signature in the corner of the canvas. This was how she per- 
ceived her husband. 

For the first time he realized that if she had not lost this 
strong man, Joe Devereaux would never have had a chance 
with her. The concept he’d had about their predestined love 
faded, and he acknowledged the whimsical playing of fate 
that had created the affair and could just as whimsically 
throw it to the winds. - 

When Jean came in with the tray, a fire was beginning to 
take hold, and Joe stood watching it eat at the wood splinters. 
She walked over and laid her head against his back, hugging 
him. 

He seized the slender hands at his waist and looked at the 
long fingers, at the graceful nails with a soft pink blush on 
them. He turned them and looked at the open palms. They 
were artist’s hands. At that moment a dark premonition came 
over him that obliterated the warmth of the fire and the 
snuggly body behind him, even the lips nibbling playfully at 
his neck. 

“Joe?” ; 

He turned and held her hands tight against his chest and 
searched her face. Her tender inquiring eyes glistened with a 
gentle love which flowed over to him. He was reassured, and 
enveloped her in a great embrace, during which he whispered 
her name over and over again. From that moment on, he 
would never again be able to watch a fire without that same 
terrible love for her, that same sweet pain searing his throat 
with this craving for her touch, her precious love. 
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Chapter Fourteen 


The day of the groundbreaking came at the beginning of a 
week-long mild spell of the type that drift in and out of a 
Houston winter. The sun shone, the weather was warm enough 
for shirtsleeves by ten a.m., and the day had an air of ex- 
pectancy. Jean rode from the office in a car crowded with the 
other architects, all in good spirits to see this day when their 
work would finally be ready for the world to see and to judge. 

The ceremony was rather grand, with the mayor, the gov- 
ernor, and the Vice-President of the United States there to 
lend an impressively auspicious solemnity to the occasion. 

Jean wore a simple blue wool dress, and gloves—but she 
drew the line at a hat. Instead of that her hair was done up 
and swirled back, with a curl in front of each ear. 

The speeches were short, and had to compete with the 
noises of the traffic and catcalls from the group of dissidents 
that seemed to have become larger, more vociferous and more 
militant every day. Once the ceremony was interrupted by the 
approach of fire trucks called to the address by a false alarm. 
But the hour finally ended with the president of Bartel Con- 
struction Company presenting to the chief architect a hard hat 
of bright pink. The gift and her statements ended the pro- 
ceedings with a feeling of good humor. 

After the formal luncheon Jean slipped away from it all 
and went to the place where much of her heart was. The 
project site was quiet. Later in the afternoon large trucks 
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would roar down and deliver huge pieces of heavy equipment 
to hollow out the earth for the foundation of the first building. 
Finally it was all real. 

Jean felt the sun on her head and heard the whistle of the 
winter cardinals, and a very large smile of joy and not a little 
pride fixed itself on her face. 

She had walked the stakes twice before she got the feeling. 
An intuitive thing she’d developed. The stakes weren’t right, 
But they had to be. The surveyors had done it last week. She 
knelt and used her outstretched right arm to site with a build- 
ing down the street. The angle was wrong. She stepped it off 
again from the boundary line, and sighted the same way she 
had a moment before. It still seemed wrong. She would have 
to have Jack Belen come with her in the morning to see 
Rodrigues about it. Oh, the construction super would love 
that! He was so fond of her anyway! She remembered his 
insolence toward her at the meetings between the construction 
people and the planners. 

Jean stood up and found that a group of blacks, wearing 
military jackets and black berets, had come up behind her. 
At first she wasn’t afraid. Not in broad daylight, on acres of 
open ground, in a huge city and near streets with cars rushing 
everywhere. 

“Miz Architect. Wellwellwell.” 

“You really think you gone build us a high-rise prison to 
replace our ol’ gett-o?” , 

She didn’t answer, and a push from behind shot her up 
against the big black who stepped forward. 

“Uh, hello dere, missy.” His comrades enjoyed his Amos 
*n’ Andy imitation. 

Jean’s voice held no fear, but it was low. “Nzinga, what is 
the problem here?” : ‘n & 

“You know my name! Well, how-de-do!” He grabbed her 
hand and began shaking it, ending with his nails working the 
paim of her hand. 

Jean’s voice held no fear, but it was low. “Nzinga, what is 
know your nephew, Marty.” 

“Oh, he told me about you and him being friends. Pore 
chile ain’t been kicked in the teeth enough by whitey. But he'll 
learn.” 

“Pm sure you and your comrades will do a good job of 
teaching him hate.” 

“You betcha, white lady.” The ring around her tightened 
until she was pinned between them all 
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“She awful purty, Nzinga.” 

“Yeah. Too bad she moved outa the neighborhood before 
we got us a chance to pay our social call.” 

“Ain’t it ashame. But them whiteys don’ stay *round here 
for very long. We smell too bad.” 

Nzinga spoke then. “That right, white lady? We smell 
bad?” 

“Your manners certainly do!” 

He laughed, and his band laughed on cue. “Lady, now Pm 
gettin’ serious on you. I hear all over how you got a kindness 
in your heart toward us pore niggers. That’s all well and good. 
But ain’t no whitey of any sex can understand my people. 
They wouldn’t use black architects. Not even black workers, 
except a token. or two. Yet they got the audacity that they 
gonna tell us how to live, and even force us to live there. Well, 
no way, baby.” He touched her face, a purposely malicious 
glare in his eyes. “Miz Whitey, you smart you get out this. 
You’ve been warned ’cause you were good to my boy. Nobody 
else’s gonna get warned. Go home to your kids where you 
belong—’cause this is one project that ain’t never gonna get 
built!” 

At Nzinga’s signal each of the young men put a hand on 
her shoulders and ran it down to her buttocks as he walked 
away. When the last man had done so and they were walking 
in a military line toward the back alley, the big one still re- 
mained in front of her. 

“You have no right to allow them to put hands on me!” 

“Our women-don’t have any rights. They get raped and 
nobody gives a damn. You’re no better than our women. And 
you’re no safer. You’ve been warned. You won't be again.” 
He walked swiftly away. 

Jean stomped the ground and yelled after him, “You're not 
going to run me off, Nzinga! Not ever!” 

All she heard in answer was a guttural laugh. 

As her breath began to come in jerks and her stomach 
seemed about to evict its contents, she realized how much they 
actually had scared her. She ran for blocks before she thought 
of hailing a cab. 

It was an hour before the fear was under control, and by 
then the others had begun to come back late in ones and 
twos, and their presence helped. 

“Has Jack Belen got back yet?” 

“No, Jean, he hasn’t. He’s probably back in the lounge 
with a secretary. You know old Jack.” 
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“Tl have to take your word for that, Bill, When he gets 
here tell him I need to see him. And listen—where is the 
surveying equipment? Do you know?” 

“Rodrigues has been working with his own surveyors. I 
think he probably has it locked up at the construction office. 
Why?” 

“Doesn't look right to me.” 

“You mean you can just walk out there and look and see 
that it’s off? Come on now, Superwoman.” 

“Bill, shut up, will you?” 

The architect stood back, surprised. Though she’d smiled, 
her words had a bite he’d never felt from her in all the teas- 
ing they'd dealt her. 

“Well, yes, ma’am!” 

She touched his coat sleeve. “I’m sorry, Bill. It’s just that 
I’m upset. I was just out to the site after the luncheon and I 
had a reception committee of our friend Nzinga and his 
warriors.” 

“¥ wondered where you’d gone to. What did they want?” 

“To try to scare me off.” : 

“Really? Did they suceed?” 

“They sure scared hell out of me!” 

“What did they do?” 

She turned beet-red. “T’d rather not discuss if.” 

“Did those bastards touch you, Jean?” 

“They were just trying to scare me, that’s all.” 

“Pm gonna call the cops!” 

“No! Please don’t. It wouldn’t accomplish a thing.” 

“Put those niggers in jail, they'll think twice before they 
touch a white woman again!” 

“It wouldn’t work. And it wouldn’t be worth it.” 

“Jean, you're just gonna let them get away with hassling 
you?” 

“T don’t know.” 

“Do either of the Bartels know?” 

“You're the only one I’ve mentioned it to.” 

“You really. ought to let the boss know. Hell, they might 
decide to start fragging the field offices, or the construction 
workers! This has gotta be stopped before it gets any worse!” 

“They wouldn’t throw bombs, surely!” 

“Jean!” He turned and left. She sighed and looked out the 
ea trying to decide what would be the best way to tell 

y. 
She was in the workroom, comparing the two different plats 
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to determine if Rodrigues might have used -the old set that had 
been changed to lay out the foundation lines, when Andy 
came in like a whirlwind, his quick-to-come anger boiling 
from the sharp eyes. His jawline was set firmly. 

Without a word Jean foliowed him into the office. 

“What the hell, Jean! I gave strict orders for you to stay 
away from there! And why didn’t you report this to me?” 

“TI was going to, but... ” ; 

“But what?” 

“You weren’t in your office when I got back. You were still 
gone and—” 

“Why did you disappear like that? You knew there was to 
be a press conference afterward! I wanted you there! And 
what happened out there, anyway? Bill talks as if they at- 
tempted to molest you!” 

“Andy! Please! I feel like I’m dodging machine-gun bul- 
lets!” 

He gave her an angry look and turned away to light his 
ever-present little cigar. 

“Andy, you did not tell me about a press conference. This 
is the first I’ve heard about it. I was .. . well, in awe of all 
those important people. I just wanted to get out of there. No 
one missed me. You all didn’t even know I was gone, Pll bet. 
And I wanted to see the site one more time before we come 
on with the heavy equipment and all.” 

“Why didn’t you tell someone where the hell you were 
going?” 

“What? I need a keeper? Did Hamner have to tell you 
everything he did?” 

“Hamner is no longer in our employ.” 

“Is that a subtle hint, Andrew?” 

“No! It’s not a hint!” He turned to her. “You exasperate 
the hell out of me, Jean!” 

“What did I do now that’s so wrong? Ye gods! It seems 
I’m always on trial for something or other!” 

“Oh, God! Don’t go female on me now!” 

“Dammit! I am a female! And that’s the whole problem! 
You’re scared I’m going to do something stupid, or get 
hurt, or raped or whatever, and then you'll look bad for 
hiring me!” 

He started to retort angrily, but then hesitated, and paced 
the floor: Presently he answered her. “Jean, you're right. I 
haven’t been fair. All of us, in fact, have been hovering over 
you—some resentful, some, as in my ‘case, overprotective. 
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I’m sorry. You have a job to do. You want to do it and you’re 
willing to accept the apparently numerous hazards. So be it.” 

He sat down close beside her. “Jean, did they . . . bother 
you?” 

She grinned at his oversolicitous demeanor. “Andy, I was 
not raped, [ promise. Bothered, yes. They frightened me out 
of my mind!” She related the details, not padding, yet not 
leaving out anything either. 

He was livid. “ll have those black bastards so far under 
the jail they’ll think they’re moles!” 

Jean laughed. “You sound positively East Texas!” 

“Tt makes me goddam mad! I could never understand the 
Ku Klux Klan until now!” 

“Andy, they only wanted to frighten me, and sex is a tradi- 
tional weapon. I don’t really think —” 

“Goddammit, Jean! To be such a smart woman you can 
certainly be stupid! Promise me—again!—that you'll never 
go there alone, and that under no circumstances will you go 
after dark.” 

“All right. I promise. And I'll keep my promise this time.” 

“You will? That’s a change of spots!” 

“Well, Andrew, I was scared.” 

“Maybe there’s hope for you yet, old girl!” 

Jean smiled at his pat on her arm. She stood up and began 
to pace the floor while she talked. “I do have—at least I think 
I have—a problem. Andy, I know you all had the surveying 
done by Brandenburg. But who laid off the foundation angles 
for this building?” 

“Rodrigues has a crew of do-it-alls who handled that.” 

“Rodrigues is a.good man, then? Knows what he’s doing?” 

“Yes. Most emphatically. Why?” 

“It’s probably my imagination, but the stakes didn’t look 
just right to me. Seemed a little off.” 

“Perhaps you were too frightened to see straight.” 

“No, this was before the, uh, confrontation.” 

“You used instruments?” 

“Just my trusty right arm.” She sighted in along her arm 
the way she had done earlier. 

“Don’t think that would be considered a scientific measure- 
ment, Jean.” 

“I’m probably wrong. But I’m going out with Jack Belen 
early tomorrow and check it myself.” 


Jean was parked beside the construction office by daylight. 
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Belen wasn’t there, dammit. Probably still sacked out. The 
big yellow bulldozer had already been gouging the earth the 
afternoon before, and it was warming -up to go at it again. 
Many engines in a sort of noisy unison puffed steam inte the 
cold morning while a bucket was being raised and lowered 
from a dragline as though in practice before a line of dump 
trucks whose engines idled. She steeled herself and went into 
the office. 

“Good morning, Mr. Rodrigues.” 

He grunted, not at all pleased to see her. “You up awful 
early. Cup of coffee?” 

_ “Yes. Thank you.” She poured a mug and when she turned 
back he was studying her boots, jeans and black Jeather jacket. 

“‘Yourre dressed like a man.” 

Jean looked down and unbuttoned the jacket, beneath 
which she wore a navy sweatshirt. “This is man’s work, 
isn’t it, Mr. Rodrigues?” 

“Yeah? Well, what you doing here?” 

“Trying to make a living, same as you.” 

“There’s other ways.” 

“Know any that pay this good?” 

He stood up rather than be cornered. “What can we do for 
you this morning?” 

“Could you get your survey men to redefine those perim- 
eters for the foundation? I think it might be off a bit on the 
east. Would you mind checking?” 

“Yeah. I mind. We started digging that hole. We ain’t got 
no time for your little games—playing Miss Bigshot. We got 
a job to do.” “an 

“Oh, really? Well, so have I, Mr. Rodrigues. And Pi do® 
Where do you keep the transit?” 

“In yonder.” 

“Where is the survey team?” 

“They don’t get here till seven. But they got other things 
to do this morning.” - 

“[’m sorry. But I want that foundation placement resur- 
veyed before we continue.” 

“Oh, you do!” 

“Yes. I do.” 

“Shit!” 

She ignored him and sat down, looking at her watch. Quar- 
ter to seven. The machines had lumberingly begun to move. 
She could tell by the noise. 

“Mr. Rodrigues, you might tell them not to start until = 
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get this straight. Otherwise you might have to explain why 

they were paid to fill in a hole they’d just dug.” 

“T ain’t stopping five hundred dollars an hour’s worth of 
equipment just ’cause you got a female hunch. You could be 
wrong, you know.” 

She shrugged and ‘realized that was a distinct possibility. 
Her self-confidence ebbed. Jean went outside and started to- 
ward the property line to observe from that angle. 

Rodrigues yelled out the door, “Hey, lady! This is a hard- 
hat area! Better get your pretty pink hat on!” 

Jean reddened. Damn pink helmet! Whose idea was that, 
anyhow? She’d have to paint it, for God’s sake! She got it 
from the car and grimaced as she put it on her head. Squatting 
at the edge of the property, Jean tried to visualize the line. 
Then she walked around and observed it from various angles. 

A couple of pickups had parked beside the office when 
she went back there to confront curious male eyes. 

“Good morning, gentlemen. Nippy out, isn’t it? Probably 
warm up, though.” ; 

There were assorted grunted answers—a division of loyalty 
between those who agreed with the hard line of their superior 
and those who were aware that the female architect was not 
such a villain after all. 

Jean leaned back against the cabinet where the coffee pot 
sat, and she watched, arms folded, as the uneasy men tried to 
decide if the thing to do was to offer her one of the oc- 
cupied chairs. ; 

“Mr. Rodrigues, are you sure you couldn’t spare me a cou- 
ple of men to help survey?” 

“Only one that works the transit is Smitty here, and he’s got 

| mjob to do already.” 

“I'll work the transit. All I need is a couple of helpers.” 

a VOU an ; 

“At least I can determine if it’s correct or not. Then we'll 
call in Jack Belen, if it looks like there’s a mistake, so that 
he can make sure. This way I won’t stop your work.” 

“Lotta bother, if you ask me!” 

“Yeah. Tell me something. What difference a couple of 
feet make?” 

She looked at the brave younger man who’d ventured to 
Open his mouth. “It really wouldn’t matter if this were going 
to be the only building. But by the time the tenth one goes 
up, at a four- or five-foot differential in the semicircular arc 
; the buildings will assume when completed, the final building 
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would most likely be sitting on the sidewalk. The city might 
not like that. And then, of course, the tunnels connecting the 
shopping centers below would be off. A dead-end tunnel, or 
one ending in the Brays bayou, might not be too great.” She 
smiled at him, and the others murmured good-naturedly. 

That agitated Rodrigues. “Lady, anybody ever tell you that 
an architect ain’t supposed to mess with the surveying or the 
engineering? You design and that’s all you do!” 

“True, but I think we’re all a team, and when one of us 
notices something wrong it should be brought up.” 

Rodrigues angrily gestured for a couple of the men to get 
the equipment, which they carried from a storeroom and out 
to set it up over the northwest corner stake, as she indicated. 

The crew stood by and watched with surprise as the 
woman made the adjustments and worked with the assistants, 
who chained the distance while she sighted the angles. 

By the time the completed measurements were in a small 
notebook, Jack Belen had arrived and come up behind her. 

“Putting on an exhibition?”. 

She looked up at the audience he referred to. “Idiots never 
saw a woman before. Where were you at six-thirty? It’s after 
nine.” 

“Slept late.” 

“Jack, you’re the engineer. I hope you won’t think I was 
trying to steal your thunder. I just thought I'd go ahead and 
check and if I was wrong you wouldn’t have to bother with it. 
It looks to me like that stake is about ten feet too far inside 
the line.” 

“[’d probably have caught it eventually, but then I might 
not have, once the hole was in—that’s when I start making 
like an inspector,” Jack said. 

“If I’m right about this and we go ahead without correct- 
ing the error, everything will have to be refigured and we'll 
never know where we are for sure. Could you call in a survey 
team that’s neutral? Rodrigues would never take my word for 
anything, and then I could be wrong.” 

“Heaven forbid! Well, we ought to be able to get someone. 
I'll call and see.” 

“Pll go with you.” 

They entered the warm construction office, where Rod- 
rigues was making an angry phone call to Andrew Bartel. 

“She’s delaying the work and I want you to get out here and 
tell her what an architect does and what he don’t. I aint 
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gonna put up with this hassling from this broad from now 
on. ... Yes, sir... . Well I wished you would. . .. Yes, 
sir... . Allright.” ‘ 

He hung up and glared at Jean. “We gonna get this settled, 
once and for all! Ain’t no way I’m gonna put up with this 
shit!” 

- Belen glanced at her but remained neutral. “Can I use the 
phone, Rod?” 

Rodrigues grunted and pushed it around, taking a rolled 
set of plans and himself outside. When he’d completed his call, 
Belen followed him out. “I’ll see if I can get it straightened 
out, Jean,” he said as he left. 

She nodded and sat down, her stomach churning. What if 
her measurements were wrong? God! What a fool they’d make 
of her. Hell! What a fool she’d made of herself, with no help 
from anyone! Maybe she’d forgotten how to conduct a sur- 
vey properly. Mentally she reviewed her old textbook on the 
five adjustments of the transit, 

Andy came in. The moment she looked up at him, Jean 
knew he was apprehensive about it all. He carried a rolled set 
of plans. “Good morning, Jean.” 

Jean greeted him and explained, “I planned to be done with 
this in just a few minutes, but here it is ten o’clock nearly and 
I’ve stirred up a hornet’s nest.” 

“Your specialty.” 

“Not.funny!”- 

“No. Are you right, Jean?” 

“I think so. If it is off, it'll mess up the works. Everything 
will be off—tunnels, sewers, the whole kettle. I think it’s 
worth half a day, even if I’m wrong.” 

“Being wrong is not your crime. It’s being female.” 

“Tm glad I’m not the only one who sees it.” : 

Pulling open the cabinet door, Andy took out a-hard hat 
with the gold Bartel crest on the front. “Come on. The sur- 
veyors ought to be here.” 

Andy walked with her to the edge of the drama, then stood 
back. Jean continued over to the surveyor and watched 
awhile, finally moving over to the side. She waited, shifting 
from one boot to the other, worrying: 

As the work neared completion, Rodrigues approached the 
surveyor and waited ominously at his elbow. When it ap- 
peared the young man had completed his notations he 
snatched the notebook and banged it with his hand. 
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“It is located proper, Mrs. Iversen! Right here! See?” He 
shoved the notebook into her hands. “Now can we get back to 
work, please, ma’am?” i 

She glanced to where Andy stood, hands in pockets, the 
rolled set of plans beneath his arm. It bothered her most of 
all that he should think of her as incompetent. Her color 
deepened and the million eyes which gloated on her were 
received as a million needle pricks. 

The equipment drivers stood in a lump to one side, hard 
hats cocked back on their heads, exchanging low remarks just 
audible enough to be heard by the know-it-all broad. 

Jean studied the notebook as she carried it back to the 
surveyor while Rodrigues approached the workers crowing 
loudly. 

“Three inches off—shit!” 

Quietly she asked, “Where are your corrections for index 
error? And it’s cold—about thirty-nine degrees out here. What 
about the coefficient of thermal—’ 

The surveyor’s laugh interrupted her. “Rodrigues was on 
my ass-so fast I didn’t make allowances.” He pulled a pencil 
from behind his ear and began figuring in the notebook. 

He looked up and smiled at her. “You're right, Mrs. Iver- 
sen. We're nine feet two inches off here.” j 

Jean seemed embarrassed, now that she’d been proved right. 
“Well, apparently Mr. Rodrigues was using the old plat lay- 
out. Would you take this and explain to him?” 

“Yes, ma’am.” ; : 

As Jean waited by herself to one side of the transit, her 
thumbs hooked into the back pockets of the denims, she 
looked like a kid who'd have to answer to Daddy for dent- 
ing the fender, Andy thought. Well, she had to learn a few 
things, too. He saw Rodrigues start to argue with the sur- 
yeyor and Jack Belen. He walked over to listen. 

“Hell, man! You mean we really. gonna have to move this 
hole over?” 

“According to the figures here, with the new specs—yes. 
You're off on the northeast corner.” 

Jack Belen nodded over the figures. “Looks that way, Rod.” 

“Son of a bitch!” 

Andy unrolled the layout he’d held under his arm and com- 
pared it with the one Rodrigues had been using. “Didn’t you 
know the foundation specs had changed since Hamner left?” 

“Yes, sir. But I figured the placement was the same, and li 
a leaving them with her name on ’em in the office.” 
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“Hamner was your friend?” : 
“Yeah, as a matter of fact. He was a good ol’ man and I 


_hated to see him get canned in favor of that broad.” 


“Well, Mr. Rodrigues. You have a choice. You can decide 


_~ to work for her, or you can drag up. But I think you should 


know Mrs. Iversen had nothing to do with Hamner’s depar- 
ture. We simply had to find someone who was willing to think 
in lines more relative to our needs now, not those of twenty 
years ago. And as of today, you work directly under Iversen. 
I'm placing her in charge of construction—project director. 
This stupid mistake—there was no reason for it if you’d been 
paying as much attention to your duties as you were to being 
outraged. Rodrigues, you’ve been with us ever since I can 
remember and perhaps before, but don’t let another poten- 
tially costly and publicly humiliating incident like this occur 
on this project. Is that clear, Mr. Rodrigues?” His glare in- 
cluded Jack Belen, and the engineer understood that he too 
now worked for Jean. He nodded. 

“Yes, sir,” Rodrigues choked, managing a respectful answer 
to his employer. 

Andy exchanged plans with him and stood by. 

Rodrigues looked at him a moment then went over to the 
group of operators. “Well, hell. The broad—I mean Mrs. 
Iversen—had it figured pretty close to right. We'll have to 
move it over some. You all take your lunch break now till I 
get myself straight.” 

“You mean she was right? Or they changing things to make 
her look good?” 

“Naw, she was right. I was lookin’ at the wrong plat.” 

There was a loud rancorous laughter from the men, who 
slapped the construction boss on the back and broke up into 
noisy groups. 

Andy walked over to where Jean stood sheepishly looking 
down at her boots. “You were right, old girl. Won a big one.” 
“Think so?” She snorted, but smiled as he took her arm. 

“Jean, you’re shaking. They scared hell out of you again, 
didn’t they?” — 

“Yes. They. did. If I’d been wrong, it would have been the 
end.” 

“I'd no idea you were a surveyor, too.” 

“Part of the classwork.” 

“This is your surveying costume then?” 

Jean laughed. “Yes, I guess it is.” 

“Trés chic.” 
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“It is also my riding costume, sometimes.” 

“You have horses?” 

“Only an Arabian and two Shetlands.” 

“I learn something new about you every day. Do you com- 
pete?” 

“Used to, some. Where are we going?” 

To funch. You must have been here since about six 
o’clock?” 

“Thereabouts. I wanted to make sure about this. If anything 
goes wrong on the project, no matter who’s to blame, you can 
be certain it will be the big broad’s fault. So they might just 
as well get used to seeing me around.” 

“You never cease to amaze me.” 

“Why?” 

“Your total involvement. Your dedication, I suppose.” 

“Dedication! It’s my reputation!” 

“Jean, I’m placing you in charge. Project director. That in- 
cludes top engineer as well as architect. Of course there will 
be a raise in pay.” 

“What?” 

“Just what I said. You're the boss, responsible directly to 
me.” : 

“You don’t think Mr. Fred Bartel would like a say in 
that?” 

“Jean, the company profit margin has grown slimmer and 
slimmer. I... agreed to help Fred get it back in shape. 
I’m in charge until that time. Fred and I agree on these 
things.” He looked at her closely. She accepted it. One who 
doesn’t lie never expects it from another, Bartel decided. 

“[’ve already informed Rodrigues and Belen. As of today 
you run the whole thing.” 

“But why?” ; 

“Two reasons, actually. It’s the only way it can work. 
Otherwise it’s going to be one crisis after another—they’d 
constantly be bucking you. Also, I know I can depend on you. 
This today was a stupid thing that could have cost the com- 
pany if it hadn’t been caught. Little mistakes at the bottom 
lead to big catastrophes further on down the line, in this 
business. You're the only one who caught it.” 

“Oh, Andy, I don’t know about this. Do you think I can 
do it?” 

“Will you take it?” 

“I guess so.” 
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“Will you take command?” 

“Weill, yes. I can do it.” 

“That’s what I wanted to hear. Are you hungry?” 

“Always. You ever see me when I’m not?” Py 

“I'm going to show you something about me that you 
didn’t know, too. I’m ‘taking you to a place I haven’t been 
myself for almost ten years.” He frowned, and Jean didn’t 
ask any questions. 

Bartel’s heavy car moved slowly through the traffic on 
Dowling to Almeda Road, then turned onto the Old Spanish 
Trail. 

They rode silently until they passed a road sign, and Jean 
said, “Rosenberg, ten miles.” 

ec D 

They were silent awhile. 

“Jean? Ever thought of investing some of your income? If 
you don’t, taxes will devour it.” 

“Lord, I never had enough to invest. And what with two 
house notes and a housekeeper’s salary I doubt—” 

“Believe me, you'll still have some left over if you know 
how. First thing we’ll have to do is incorporate you.” 

She laughed at his joke and turned her interest to the road. 

The car turned. down a lane of white fences and verdant 
winter pastures, and pulled up in front of a white two-story 
ranch house, comfortable but not ostentatious. It was not an 
old house, perhaps ten to twelve years old. The trees around 
it were young and barely reached the rooftop. In the pastures 
behind and to the side of the lane there were a number of 
Arabians grazing lazily. # 

“Andy! What a beautiful place! Look at those horses! Is 
this your place?” At his nod she exclaimed, “Why don’t you 
live here? This place is so much more relaxing than a pent- 
house.” , 

“Come on. Let me show you the grounds.” 

“Who lives here?” 

“No one in the main house. Servants live above the garage 
—tanch manager and his wife, Juanita. She keeps up the 
house.” 

Jean noticed his reluctance to talk and asked no more 
questions. 

“These are show horses!” 

“Yes. Mostly breeding now. We used to do some of the 
horsy bit; now we just raise them and sell them. At least 
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Manuel does. I don’t have time for it.” Andy was beginning 
to feel as if he had slipped back in time, and he didn’t like 
that. He was nervous, and he paced. 

To change the mood, Jean asked, “Can we ride, Andy?” 

“No. Let’s go.” He walked away, and she nearly had to run 
to keep up with him. They were gone before anyone realized 
they’d been there, and the Cadillac tore up the road getting 
away from the place. 

Andy was suddenly completely unreceptive, and Jean kept 
her eyes on the scenery whizzing by. He didn’t mention again 
the possibility of stopping for lunch. A sinister mood had 
settled over him and. drove him on. 

“Andy? Could you please slow down?” 

His foot lifted immediately from the accelerator, but he 
didn’t look at her, not even when he drove back to the con- 
struction site and let her out beside her Rambler station 
wagon. His only comment was, “Raincheck on that lunch, 
old girl.”. ; 

Her jacket and helmet were still in the back seat as he 
whipped the car around and sped away. like a man possessed. 

Jean sat down in her own car and laid-her head against the 
steering wheel. Oh, God! What next! Her stomach knotted 
and rolled. She looked around the place. Construction workers 
sat finishing lunch from buckets and sacks, laughing and 
amiably deriding each other. She was an intruder at this place. 
And she had also intruded on Andy—into a world he’d of- 
fered but then suddenly had snatched back. Her only world 
was far away in a white house with two little boys and 
Neva. Jean was homesick. 

She conjured up the memory of Thanksgiving with her 
family and Joe’s, and then the weekend. That crazy weekend 
with that crazy. man she adored. Jean concentrated her 
thoughts on that as she drove to her apartment to change into 
more civilized attire. 
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Chapter Fifteen 


Jean opened the door to admit Andy, then went to get her 
coat, He had stopped by her office earlier in the evening and 
teased her about working so late: Though she admitted that 
she was usually guilty, she confessed that she was only typing 
letters to the twins. 

Bartel was headed for a cocktail party and asked if she 
would join him and go to a benefit concert later. She begged 
off from the party, explaining that she needed time to 
change, but said she’d love to go to the concert. 

As he appraised her long burgundy velvet dress, now, a 
frown appeared on his face. 

“Bartel, you’re not pleased, are you?” Jean responded to 
his expression. “TJs it the lace?” 

“No.” He stood up and walked around her. “TI like the 
dress. White lace collar and cuffs—you’re a Gibson girl type, 
my dear. But that coat!’ He took it from her. “You can’t go 
to Jones Hall in a gray cloth coat.” 

“T can’t?” 

“No. Dammit, Jean, you are a beautiful woman! Why 
don’t you dress like a queen? And don’t tell me you can’t af- 
ford it.” 

“Are clothes that important?” 

“Yes, they are.” : 

‘T’'ll go shopping tomorrow. And I’m sorry if I’ve embar- 
tassed you in the past.” 
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He caught her shoulders. “That’s not true. I just... 1 
think a woman like you should have everything. Furs, dia- 
monds ... God, Jean. You are a diamond. You should 
have everything you ever dreamed of.” 

“Andy, what’s wrong with me that you’re always trying to 
change me?” 

He turned away. “I don’t know. I don’t mean to change 
you, Jean. I love you the way you are, that is, I respect you. 
It’s just that I can’t—” 

“Bind a niche where a maverick like me will fit?” 

His mouth twisted into a sort of smile. “You think that’s it.” 

She answered quietly, “I don’t know. But I’ve fought all 
my life to be a person that I myself, Jean Sterling Iversen, 
could be proud of. I’ve never quite achieved it, but I’m still 
working on it. And I’m not going to give it all up to be a 
well-clothed mannequin for a spoiled man who wants one 
more toy.” 

“Toy? I wonder if you're right about that. Is a plaything 
what I really want of you?” 

“{ don’t know, Andy. I just wish you'd quit.” 

We walked to the window and looked out at the lights 
glittering from the other skyscrapers scattered like dominoes 
around the city. But saw, instead, Jean’s reflection as she 
paced the floor behind him. When he spoke again, there was 
a strange tone to his voice; his words came slowly, precisely. 
“J torture you as I am tortured.” © 

The reflection in graceful red velvet and white lace turned 
toward him as Jean stopped and asked, “Why are you tor- 
tured, Andy? Could I help?” 

The look he turned on her was sardonic. “I can muddle 
through.” 

“Maybe. I think you'd better get on to the concert. I’m 
out of the mood.” She picked up his topcoat and handed it 
to him. “Have a nice time. Enjoy the music.” 

“Do I have to go?” 

“What do you mean?” 

The coat sailed across the room and landed in a corner. 
“Tet’s make our own entertainment. Before you throw me 
out, allow me to explain, old girl! Do you have music?” 

“PM.” 

“And wine?” 

“Sorry.” 

“Pj call out and have it sent in. And dinner.” 

“All because you’re ashamed of me?” 
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“No, dear. Because I want to be with you and I don’t want 
to share you.” He took command as he did at the office, with 
an authoritarian flair. 

Jean picked up his coat and hung it in the entry closet 
along with hers while he ordered dinner and wine over the 
phone. ‘ 


Smoothing a white linen cloth on the table, Jean set a fat 
red scented candle in the middle, while Andy uncorked the 
wine. 

“Where do you hide your wine stems?” 

“You wouldn’t consider a plain old dime-store tumbler, 
would you?” : 

“Tt will ruin the taste! Part of the enjoyment of a fine wine 
is in its sparkle through good crystal!” ; 

“Tm sure you're right, but for tonight you'll just have to 
imagine it’s your Waterford.” : 

“You like Waterford, don’t you?” 

“It’s perfection in crystal. Someday I’m going to have a 
whole set and just look at it sparkle all day long!” 

“What pattern do you like?” : 

“All of them! But the—is it Tiffany-style? The wide- 
brimmed ones with all the cut facets and prisms.” 

“Like mine?” 

“Yes, that’s the one. It lights up your whole living room!” 

“Mm. Well, it’s going to take a whole lot of imagining to 
make these seem crystal, but we can do it.” 

Dinner was soon over, but it was laugh-filled and happy, as 
were all the dinners they’d had together. Jean held her glass 
up repeatedly for Andy’s ridiculous toasts. And he drank an 
impressive amount. 

“You'll soon be unable to walk, Mr. Bartel.” 

“It doesn’t matter.” ; 

“But you'll have to go home soon. How will you drive?” 

He looked from her face to the window and the lights of 
Houston outside. Eventually he answered her. “I don’t want 
to leave. I want to stay with you.” : 

“Now Andy.” ; 

“What if I married you, then?” 

“You're tipsy, dear. You don’t know what you’re saying.” 

“You don’t think I want you beside me every night for- 
ever?” 

“No, I think it’s the red wine talking.” 

“If I were serious, would you marry me?” 
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“No, Andy. I wouldn’t. I don’t think you're ready to marry 
again. You were divorced only a few months ago, remember? 
You said you never intended to.marry again.” 

“But that was before I met you, Juliet.” 

“You are in a mood. But Romeo and Juliet were star- 
crossed lovers. That certainly couldn’t be us.” 

“Star-cursed! That would be my fate! Yes! To find my alter 
ego and have the frigging stars cross it up—just like every- 
thing else in my accursed life!” He threw the glass and it 
crashed against the wall. 

Jean sat unmoving and watched him knock back the chair 
and stagger to the middle of the room. 

“Andy, how much did you drink before you came this 
evening?” 

“About a fifth of Scotch. Why? Is it any of your business?” 

“No. Of course not. Sit down,.dear—here.” She went over 
and patted a place beside her on the sofa. “Rest awhile before 


you leave.” 
“Right. I must go . . . to where the birds do not sing, for 
it is ever night. . . . You don’t want me. You're rejecting the 


wedding ring of the great Bartel! You’re a fool, Jean. Turning 
down an empire, and me the emperor! I could give you every- 
thing. Damn you, Jean, you're a fool!” 

“Andy, come sit down here.” 

He sat heavily and took her hands. “I must go, Juliet. 
‘Farewell, parting is such sweet sorrow, that I shall say good- 
night till it be morrow.’ ” 

“Not yet. I'll make coffee first. Relax here and I'll be right 
back.” 

He grunted. As his keen eyes followed her movements the 
mask of suavity fell away, revealing a man of deep sorrows. 

She came back and stood before him. “The coffee will be 
done in a moment.” 

His head lolled back against the cushion as he focused on 
her. 

“Jean, I will give you a peek into my soul that you say I 
withhold from you, and you will see why it’s best that I keep 
its hideousness well covered.” 

A horrified expression came across her face when she 
saw that tears were coursing down his chiseled features. Jean 
got to her knees and took his hand. 

“Ah, Jean. . . . ‘Tomorrow ... and tomorrow .. . and 
tomorrow, creeps in this petty pace from day to day to the last 
syllable of recorded time, and all our yesterdays have lighted 
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fools the way to dusty death. Out, out, brief candle! Life’s but 
a walking shadow, a poor player that struts and frets his hour 
upon the stage and then . . . is heard no more. It is a tale 
told by an idiot, full of sound and fury, signifying nothing.’ ” 

Jean sat by his knees and looked silently up at him. 

He studied her face and began to chuckle. “You're right, 
Jean. I should have been an actor, or perhaps you should not 
have been born so gullible, my dear!” 

She whispered, “But you weren’t acting.” 

“Nonsense! Of course I was. Where’s my coffee? I’ve a 
busy day tomorrow! I’ve got to get back to Las Vegas by 
noon.” 

She smiled. “Your mistress?” 

“You women think all life centers around the masculine 


dependence on you, but it is possible that I have business 


there.” 

“Of course.” She patted his knees and got to her feet. “I'll 
get your coffee now.” 

When she returned with the tray, Andy had passed out, and 
was slumped down on the couch. Jean ‘lifted his feet up to slip 
off his shoes, then got a blanket to cover him and a pillow 
for his head. 

The dishes were done and the apartment straight. But be- 
fore she went to bed she checked him and tucked the covers 
about him, patting the angular cheek of her friend. “Good- 
night, Andy.” 

When she awoke in the morning, he was gone. But when 
she returned home that night the table was covered with 
Waterford stems—wines and sherries, martinis and goblets, 
even iced teas and juices. She picked up a white envelope from 
among them and opened it while she looked over the boxes 
of glasses stacked beside the window. Twenty-four pieces of 
each size! 


Dearest Juliet— 

Merry Christmas—I won’t be back until after New 
Year’s, so here’s an early present, and also an apology. 
Thank you for an evening I'll never forget. And thank 
you for understanding that it was the red wine talking. 

Andy 
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Chapter Sixteen 


On December 18, at a small wholesale company on the 
Intracoastal Waterway at Port Sulphur, Joe sold the shrimp 
that it had taken three weeks to seine from the bottom of 
the shelf out from Morgan City. He sold cheap—word had 
gotten around. Still, Joe showed the wholesaler how he could 
turn a quick and handsome profit. They unloaded at three in 
the morning. 

After unloading they floated the. luggers down the Intra- 
coastal. It happened to be a Thursday. Word went back 
from boat to boat behind that “the boss, he say we take week- 
end off, us.” Then the boss got into his Riviera and high- 
tailed it. ©. 

Joe stopped in Lake Charles and switched his plates to 
Louisiana tags. Maybe Maggio’s boys wouldn’t recognize 
him if they saw him in Houston. Maybe they wouldn’t even 
know he was still in business. He had been careful not to 
make any waves that could be felt at the Maggot’s head- 
quarters in Galveston. But that bastard had begun to sew 
up the whole Gulf Coast, and the net he was weaving was 
growing tighter and tighter around Joe. 

His mind belayed all that as he crossed the border into 
Texas and Interstate 10 lay flat across the marshlands like a 
roadway to heaven. 

It was dusk when the doorman downstairs announced that 
Joe was on his way up to Jean’s apartment. 
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“Joe darling! What a wonderful surprise! Come in!” 

Joe grabbed her close, and when he pulled back to look 
at her he noticed that her face was flushed. 

“Jeanie? You okay?” He felt her brow. 

“Just a touch of cold. But I’m better—especially since 
you're here!” 

“You taking care of yourself?” 

“Of course! Even stayed home from work today.” 

“Good girl. Well, we’ll have to feed that cold, according 
to what tradition dictates.” 

“T've got an idea. Are you in the mood for really good 
authentic Mexican food?” Jean asked. ‘ 

“Cold night like this—sounds good. Do they deliver?” 

“Why don’t we just walk? It’s only a little piece from 
here.” 

“You don’t need to be out in this cold.” 

“Oh, come on now. I’m brave, remember? Maybe I can 
manage to get half a block despite my pitiable condition. And 
the fresh air will do me good.” 

“Promise to bundle?” 

“Yes. My long gray coat’s there in the closet. I'll be back 
in a minute.” 

Joe watched her go into the bedroom. His lovely Jean. He 
rummaged through the entry closet that held several of her 
coats and jackets. He looked at them. There were two black 
suede, a street-length and a jacket. And still another black 
coat. She must love black. He frowned. This one was not hers. 
He slid back the other hangers to get a better look. It was 
an elegant coat. Black cashmere, top-stitched, satin-lined. 
The label indicated the exclusive Parisian tailor; the name 
stitched into the pocket was Andrew Bartel. Who the hell was 
he? The tall blond bastard? It was long enough—too long 
for Joe. His happiness turned to hate. Coat like that—few 
men had clothes of that quality. Obviously a rich son of 
a bitch. 

He quickly found Jean’s gray coat and shut the closet door. 
Joe was still carrying it and pacing the floor when she came 
from the bedroom. He turned away and didn’t comment on 
her blue wool. Instead he stared into a shiny, obviously new 
and very large fruitwood china cabinet. 

“Hey! Do you like my new piece of furniture? And how’s 
about that crystal! Isn’t it fantastic? The crystal is my Christ- 
mas present from one of my bosses, the attorney. You'd like 
him, Joe. I want you to meet Andy sometime.” 

145 


“Andy? Would his last name be Bartel?” Joe opened the 
door and picked up a goblet, which still displayed the small 
green-and-gold Waterford seal, and a price tag on the bottom. 

“Yes, it is Bartel—have you met Andy?” 

“Never met the man. Is he tall and blond?” 

“Yes! You do know him, too!” She laughed and turned 
him around to face her. But she looked puzzled at the ex- 
pression in his eyes. “Joe?” 

“Ts this, uh, Andy Bartel—what is he to you?” 

“I told you, honey. A lawyer for the firm.” 

“T see. Just a plain old lawyer who buys you glasses that 
cost fourteen dollars a stem? How many pieces are in this 
cabinet? And did he buy you the cabinet, too?” 

“I bought the breakfront, and what are you trying to say?” 

“Nothing. Not a thing.” He held the glass to the light and 
appeared to be examining it. “This is rather a fancy apartment 
building. How. much is the rent—and who pays it, if I might 
ask?” 

“Four twenty-five a month. And I pay it.” 

“What? For a small apartment? Since when can a strug- 
gling little- ol’ female architect—for whom there’s not much 
demand—afford that and support two households?” 

“Joe—are you saying to me that you think Andy’s keeping 
me?” 

“Ts he?” 

“Nol? 

“Oh hell, Jean! Four-twenty-five a month?” 

“If you’re making an inventory of my expenses, let’s not 
forget a thousand and fifty a month on my house up in the 
country; and this large breakfront cost twenty-five hundred 
and it’s not paid for; and much of the furniture in my home 
is mortgaged—I pay two hundred on that each month. And I . 
just ordered two new Audis which should be delivered the 
middle of January. One for me and a station wagon for Neva 
and the boys. That will set me back close to thirteen thousand, 
and I’ve agreed to pay seven-fifty on that little item. Joe, 
maybe you should be made aware that since I’ve been an 
architect P’ve never made less than two thousand a month— 
but because Karl wanted the best for me I’m overextended. 
Then he died and left me in the lurch, financially. Neverthe- 
less, since I’ve had this job I’m in pretty good shape. Now 
what do you think of that?” 

He set the glass back and shut the cabinet door. Then he 
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looked at her and saw that she was as angry as he. “Even if 
you do make two thousand a month, you’ve just listed’ off 
over twenty-six hundred in monthly expenses without gro- 
ceries. Am I supposed to believe that you manage on that 
income?” ; 

“Believe what you like. Damn, Joe. That’s what I made 
before I got this job. It just struck me. You don’t even know 
what I do, much less what I make.” 

“And I don’t give a’damn! Hell! And I was going to take 
care of you! Someone else is apparently taking better care 
than I ever could!” 

“Let. me lay some facts on you, babe! I’m project director 
for a multimillion-dollar construction project. I have a draw 
of fifteen hundred a-week and I’m in process of becoming a 
corporation in my own right. Half of my money is. put into 
investments through my corporation, which came about as a 
tax shelter. And my investment counselor happens to be my 
friend Andrew Bartel. Incidentally, this is for fifty-two weeks 
a year, five years running—the length of my contract. At the 
end of each year I will also collect a very nice bonus if we 
can keep a certain cost margin. So I really have no need for a 
sugar daddy—any sugar daddy. And I wouldn’t have the 
time, anyway. Now how does all that grab your ass, honey?” 

Joe only stared. Though her tone was low and well modu- 
lated, Jean’s eyes snapped and spit at him. He watched her 
shake her head and walk to the window. 

“Jean . . . I’m sorry I started in on you when you're 
feeling so bad. I got mad and forgot. But honey—”. 

“Don’t call me honey. Have you forgotten your insinua- 
tions?” 

“Well, hell! If the situations were reversed, how would you 
feel?” 

“I don’t know.” 

“Do you really have those jobs?” 

“Yes.” 

“Why?” 

“It’s possible that I'm capable and they recognize it.” 

“Do you really think you can do it?” 

“I have good people working with me. I’m more or less a 
supervisor.” Jean refused to look at him. 

“I think it’s too much. And I don’t think they’d really 
saddle a woman with that kind of responsibility.” 

“Til ignore the double insult. The men were giving me a 
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hard time, just as you’re doing, so Andy put me in authority 
over them all. He happens to think I’m quite capable.” 

“At what?” 

“You bastard!” She whirled around and faced him. 

“All right. I’m a bastard, and I’ll.ask you to explain how 
the man’s coat got in your closet!” 

“You'd never believe it!” 

“Try me.” 

“All right. Andy was here three weeks ago to take me to 
a concert. He got tight, passed out on the couch, and spent 
the night right there on that sofa. He left before I got up 
and apparently forgot his topcoat. In addition, he was feel- 
ing guilty, so he sent the glasses as a Christmas present, He 
does that sort of thing-—he’s impulsive.” 

“What the hell was the son of a bitch feeling so guilty 
about?” 

“Getting drunk and passing out on my couch.” 

“After what happened?” 

“After he ate his dinner and drank too much wine and 
asked me to marry him when he didn’t mean it.” 

“And I’m really: supposed to believe that this company 
lawyer with his guilty conscience could afford to give—on 
an impulse—what, a hundred glasses? At fourteen dollars 
each! And that damn coat cost the man three hundred dol- 
lars if it cost a dime.” 

“His family has money, I understand. His uncle owns the 
construction company.” 

“What all did he try with you!” 

“You know everything. You tell me.” 

“What did you do?” 

“Told him no.” 

“Then what was he doing going up to your hotel room 
the night of —let’s see—November third?” . 

“What?” 

“You were wearing a purple dress. The day you got this 
job, in fact. That why you got the job, Jean?” 

“He never set foot in my room!” 

“He never came down!” 

“That’s because he lives in a penthouse in the same hotel!” 

“Oh, begging your pardon. Then have you set foot in his 
penthouse?” 

“Twice.” 

“And?” 

“And what?” 
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“Did you make it?” 

“Would you believe me if I said no?” 

“I doubt it.” 

“But you would believe me if I said yes!” 

“Probably. Hell, Jean, a man does not do for a woman 
the things this Bartel obviously does for you unless there’s 
a reason.” ; 

_ “Joe, all right. I don’t feel like a fight. So do me a favor. 
Go away. Think about it. Call me tomorrow at work and let 
me know if you think I can be trusted. I don’t know where 
I'll be at any given time, but you can locate me by calling 
Bartel Construction Company, and the. switchboard will let 
you know.” She started to say more, but shrugged her shoul- 
ders and went into her bedroom. 

Joe heard the soft sounds of Jean crying into her pillow, 
and he left quietly. 

Waking up alone in a motel room later, Joe wondered 
why he’d let his big mouth deprive him of a night in Jean’s 
bed. What did it really matter if she’d shacked with Bartel? 
Maybe it would stop now if he explained to her that he 
wanted her for his own, and would she please as a special 
favor stop screwing around with that blond fuck! 

But she denied it! And Jean didn’t seem the type to lie. 
Bullshit! Any type can tie! Takes no special talent or brain 
power. And she had both of those commodities in overabun- 
dance. The equivalent of three jobs—fifteen hundred a 
week! Goddam. And never less than two thousand a month, 
but overloaded? That husband of hers was either an optimis- 
tic fool, or else he hadn’t planned on dying. Jean had been 
left saddled with all of it. A man can understand how a gal 
strapped for cash, about to lose her kids’ home, could give 
a few favors in return for a good job—and what a job! Hell! 
He wished he had it! 

It was easy to see, too, why the other men on the job 
would resent her. And if he were in Bartel’s place and saw 
Jean coming, he’d probably do the same things to get her. 
The problem was that the bastard was with her every day 
while Joe Devereaux’s ass. sat like a decoy on those shrimp 
boats. 

Joe got up, showered and shaved, and put on a red turtle- 
neck sweater with his jeans. When he was ready to go, he 
repacked his case, put his. suit in the hanging bag and 
slipped into his jacket. ; 

Hell! Emilie would be glad to see him. And so would half 
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a dozen others he could name. His stomach reminded him 
that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast, he’d been in such a 
hurry to see Jean: Hah! 

After he ate, Joe tried to decide on his next move. 

What he and Jean had between them was mighty fine sex 
at the very least—and he hadn’t had to buy it as Bartel had. 
So that put Joe in front-runner position, obviously .. . 
didn’t it? She’d said over and over again that she loved him, 
She probably did. He sure as hell loved her! Joe decided the 
thing to do was to buy her a ring. If she were wearing an 
engagement ring . . - Of course, she could take it off easily 
enough. No, if she accepted it, she’d wear it. The trick would 
be to get her to accept it after last night. 

He picked out a three-carat marquise stone with matching 
wedding ring. It dazzled, but maybe she’d prefer something 
else. Joe looked at his watch. Eleven-thirty. Go get her, take 
her to lunch, bring her here to pick out her own ring. 

The construction site was a mass of confusion. Out of 
this a woman hoped to raise buildings? It seemed impossible. 
Joe wandered about, picking his way around piles of steel 
rods. A pile driver worked one end of a giant hole while 
rodbusters were already tying steel in the other end. 

He saw Jean. She wore a pink hard hat and trim pant- 
suit; her hair appeared to have been quickly tied back with 
a piece of yarn. Before he had a chance to hail her he saw 
what was about to happen and hurried forward. 

She was speaking to a man; the two of them seemed to be 
discussing the hole and the steel being tied. The steel super- 
intendent? They parted, and the man got into a car and drove 
away. As Jean skirted the area to go back to the construction 
office, a rodbuster stepped in front of her, grabbed her arm; 
and Joe saw the other men look up grinning. When Joe was 
close enough he was shocked to hear the force of her angry 
words. _ 

“... and you picked a bad time to hassle me. Get your 
paws off!” 

The man laughed and put his hand on her waist. “Now, 
honey, all I did was ask you to have lunch with me.” 

“That does not require physical contact!” 

“Physical contact is what I had in mind for lunch.” His 
hand slid up to her ribs. 

“Okay, mother! You asked for it!” Jean grabbed his wrist 
and flipped him over before he knew what was happening. 
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Joe reached her and yanked the guy by the collar, jerking 
him to his feet. 

“Touch her again I'll break your goddam head, for you!” 
His left hand connected with the man’s jaw and the rodbuster 
fell back against a pile of steel. 

“Joe! Stop it!” Jean grabbed his arm and pulled him away 
a distance where no one could hear. “Dammit! What are 
you trying to prove now?” 

“Hell, the bastard was pawing you!” 

“I'd already taken care of it. I have to prove to them that 
I can take care of myself!” ‘ 

“This is a hell of a place for a woman! Look at this! Noth- 
ing but goddam ogling eyes everywhere you look! Is this what 
you want, Jean? A bunch of construction workers to have 
hard-ons for you all day long?” 

Jean took off her helmet, then her sunglasses. He saw she 
was crying and had been. It was with a great deal of diffi- 
culty that she was able to speak at all, and her voice was a 
dignified whisper barely audible above the construction 
noises. ; 

“Joe, I do this because I want to build homes for people 
who have nothing . . . and in order to do this I have to over- 
come dirt, fatigue, pressure, my sex, and the male sex, too. I 
accept these as the problems connected with my work. I usu- 
ally do quite well. Today I didn’t. But there’s one thing I don’t 
have to put up with, and that’s a jealous bastard who’s con- 
stantly—” She looked away then, and he wanted to cry too. 
There were not only tears, but pain in her eyes. 

“Oh, Jean, I don’t know what my problem is. I’m SOITY, 
honey.” 

A heavy-set dark-complected man walked up, and Jean 
quickly put on her glasses. 

“Mrs. Iversen? Everything all right? This man belong 
here? He don’t have no hard hat on.” SS 

“It’s all right, Mr. Rodrigues. The gentleman is just leav- 
ing.” 

“Yes ma’am.” He left them standing there. 

’ Joe nervously put one hand on his hip. and took off his sun- 
glasses with the other. “Jean, I’m sorry. I just have this un- 
controllable temper, and I’m so jealous I can’t see straight. 
And it’s true that I don’t understand why you’d choose this. 
Houses, yes! But this?” 

“This will house twenty thousand families when completed. 
Know any other way I could build twenty thousand homes in 
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five years? And know any other way I could make half a 
million in five years? I don’t. ’m a hundred and twenty thou- 
sand dollars in debt, Joe. And-this job is the answer to my 
prayers. If you can’t find a way to understand that there’s no 
need to ever discuss it again—or anything, for that matter.” 

Jean offered her hand. He took it in both of his.. Her other 
hand patted his before she pulled free and backed away. 

“Joe, I loved you the best I could. I’m sorry it didn’t work 
out. Goodbye, darling.” With that she turned and quickly put 
distance between them. 

A lean young man in a brown plaid jacket came up to Jean 
and held up a chart of some kind for her.to look at. Jean took 
a pen from her jacket pocket and scratched something across, 
then handed it back to the man. Another man came up and 
unrolled a plan, talking to her all the while. She nodded and 
furtively wiped at her eyes. Whatever the man was saying, 
she was agreeing to. Then she looked down at the small 
walkie-talkie in her belt, took it in hand and began a con- 
versation with it, after which she reattached it to her belt and 
went to a small white radio-equipped car with a gold seal on 
the door. She drove away without once having looked back 
at him. ° 

Joe turned and left, feeling totally desolated. 


Later that evening when Jean arrived home, she found a 
letter waiting. 


Darling Jean, 

The words “T’m sorry” and “I love you” seem so inade- 
quate. There is no time or space, light or dark, that is not 
crowded to overflowing with my laughing, jeering, shout- 
ing, screaming, jealous love for you. 

Im afraid of this hurricane named Jean who has taken 
control of my little craft and is whirling it God knows 
where. I’ve lost my anchor, my self-respect, and I’m 
adrift. Jean, I feel I’m being torn apart. I want to grab 
this thing, this devilish emotion, and control it. But how? 
Even when I’m making love to you, I want to hold you a 
little tighter, a little closer to the point where I guess I 
could crush you. In fact, I’ve already done so. 

Jean, you love me, I know. We both loved from the 
very first moment and I'll always believe that. Oh, God, 
Jean! All I can think about is that I’m hurting because I 
hurt you. 

2) 





Help me, Jean. You destroyed whatever I was. Help 
me to be something else. Show me the way, Jean. I need 
you, my guiding angel. Please forgive me. Find a place 
for me in your life. You have my love, all of it, and all of 
me, forever. 

Joe 


In a postscript he had asked her to write him at his address in 
Louisiana, where he would be until Monday’s mail arrived. 
After that he would be at sea for two months. “Please, Jean. 
Tell me something, if only no.” 

After she read the letter, Jean cried for a long time. Not 
just little tears, but heart-shattering tearing sobs of desolation 
and uncertainty. Then she took paper and pen and sat down 
to answer. 


Dearest Joo— | 

You asked me to write and so I will. I’ve seen you only 
a few times in my life, and yet, yes, I love you, Joe. I’m 
sitting here still crying. I don’t know why, unless it is that 
I know your love for me alternates between worship for 
some idealized version of me, and hate for the low crea- 
ture you also think I am; and I realize that neither of 
these is me. Please don’t expect me to be more nor less 
than I am—a woman unsure of myself, trying to find 
my way alone. You have brought me grief and misery. 
But then you also brought sunshine and laughter to my 
life and these are the things I will try to remember. 

Joe, darling, the whole world’s a little more vibrant 
when you pass by, did you know that? You made me live 
—every fiber of my being is alive when you are near. 
You walked into my world so boldly, so self-assured and 
wonderful at a time when my need was great. It still is, 
Joe. 

But the price has become too high for me. It was not 
an easy thing for me to begin an affair with you; and it’s 
not easy for me to break it off. But your letter describes 
perfectly a state of hell where I also now reside—and I 
think it’s best if we both step back and regroup. 

Joe, I do not lie. You, of course, have no way of know- 
ing that, for you don’t know me at all, nor I you. You 
once described our relationship as a conflagration, and 
like a flash fire it has consumed far too quickly all that 
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was good, and now all that’s left are the bitter charred 
embers. : 

Let’s let it be, Joe. Let’s try to forget each other. I love 
you, of course. But I wish I’d never met you because I 
don’t like what is happening to me. 

I want only the best for you. I hope your life will be 
full and beautiful and happy. You deserve that. And Joe 
Devereaux, you will be the most wonderful man on earth 
when you learn the true nature of love. Until that rare 
knowledge becomes yours, 

au revoir, 
Jean Turquoise 


Joe received the letter before he sailed. He kept it with him 
always, folded into the secrgf bill pocket of his wallet; and 
from there he would take it and read it and reread it, search- 
ing for the secret he instinctively knew was hidden there 
among the flowing curves of her handwriting. 


Chapter Seventeen 


The long popcorn strings—put together with Neva’s super- 
vision on nights before the hearth—went on after the lights. 
Then the jewellike ornaments—how they caught the lights 
and splashed them about the room! Gold and red and green 
and blue glass balls—with only three casualties; and little 
china bells, and odds and ends of Christmases long past— 
elves with pine-cone bodies and scraps from lots of little-girl 
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dresses for tiny hats and shoes: fat red-velvet Santas with 
cotton whiskers; glass birds that had once been lights, and 
feathered birds—cardinals and jays and brown sparrows. 
There was a tale about each one of the ancient artifacts, of 
when Mommy was a little girl—which in itself was almost as 
hard to conceive for the five-year-old minds as was the idea 
of a man in red pulled through the sky by eight tiny reindeer. 

The angel for the top went on last and was greeted with 
applause. Jean came down the ladder, and with a twin under 
each arm sat in the middle of the floor. Three pairs of brilliant 
blue eyes expressed the spellbound enthrallment that a Christ- 
mas tree, glowing in the dark, brings to the sight, nose, touch. 

Neva brought cocoa to them and sat in her favorite chair 
and watched her favorite people. “My dears. Do you realize 
you've forgotten something?” 

“What’s that?” 

“Tcicles!” : 

All three giggled and set the mugs on the coffee table. On 
went the room lights. Tinsel icicles were broken out of their 
cellophane boxes and thrown by gleeful five-year-old hands 
to catch in green aromatic branches; and the shining strings 
were also dropped and draped from atop the ladder by 
mother. It was exhilarating, this final burst of ‘enthusiasm. 
But Neva noticed that Jean had a sad look in her eyes. 

“Jean, why don’t we ring the. Devereaux family and ask 
them over to sing carols and see the tree? Joe was there when 
I stopped by this morning. I gathered that he is leaving soon, 
but he just might still be there.” 

“No. Not tonight, dear. I’m tired.” 

“But I thought—” : 

“Not anymore. Joe and I have . . . we’re not going to see 
each other anymore.” 

“I’m sorry, Jean.” 

“Me too. Have them over tomorrow after I’ve gone.” 

“All right, dear.” Neva went to the piano, “Come along, 
you people. What shall we do first?” 

Later Jean sat on the rug before the hearth with a twin ly- 
ing on either side of her. The children forced their sleepy eyes 
to remain open so as to absorb just a little more of the tree’s 
splendor. 

“Mommy? Will Santa bring. magic boxes this year?” 

“Yeah! Will he?” 

“T’ve already made them. Now we'll have to see if the old 
boy will fill them up!” 
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“He will. He always does.” 

“Yeah. He’s a good ol’ man—even if he is fricktikous.” 

Jean smiled. “I made one for Marty, too.” : 

“That’s nice, Mudder.” 

“You're a good ol’ crazy gal, Mommy!” 

She laughed. “Thank you! By the way, f met Marty in a 
store today. He asked me to come to their church Christmas 
party, Neva.” 

“Oh?” 

“His grandmother also invited me. That’s progress, don’t 
you think?” 

“But you’re not going?” 

“T thought I might.” 

“Jean!” : 

“Zinnia promised me that I’d be safe. It was sort of a 
pledge. I feel it a matter of honor that I go.” 

“Oh, my dear! Why do you always insist on rushing in 
where the proverbial angels fear to?” 

“T'll be all right, Neva. And after all, if we don’t establish 
better relations with the people in that neighborhood, the 
project will never go over.’ 

“Qh, Jean! You'll make an old woman of me yet!” 

There was a laugh between them that seemed strained. 
“You've said that for years, Neva. No signs of its happening 
yet.” She glanced down at her children. “Look at these two. 
They’ve finally given up. Neva, aren’t they wonderful?” She 
bent forward gently and kissed each of the twins. 

“I’m not asleep yet.” 

“You’re not, huh.” 

“Freddie is.” 

“Can you walk up the a then?” 

“°Course!” 

“Okay, baby. Up. we go. That’s my little man. Freddie? 
Wake up, honey. Let’s go up now. There we go. Come on 
now, you two little ol’ sleepyheads, Off to dreamland.” 

When the twins were tucked in for the night she went back 
down. Neva was in the kitchen, but Jean paused to smile a 
moment at the tree before she went in. 

“Hot milk toddy before bed?” Neva asked. 

“If you’ve got it ready.” 

“Just needs pouring in the pan. Check the fire screens 
about the house while I heat it, will you, dear?” 

The mugs were poured when Jean turned from the kitchen 
hearth and sat down wearily. 
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“You've been a bit morose all evening, Jean.” 

“Tve tried not to let it show.” 

“But I know you so well.” 

"Ves, 

“You love Joe very much, don’t you, dear?” 

“Yes,” 

“People in love often quarrel, until they get all the little 
problems ironed out, as it were.” 

“No. This is a fundamental thing. It can’t be ironed out.” 

“Mary feels that Joe loves you very much.” 

“Mary is mistaken. Joe Devereaux doesn’t have the vaguest 
idea what love is. Joe’s a stud, nothing more.” 

“Jean?” Neva looked shocked. 

“Don’t look at me like that, Neva. I’m human, too. I need. 
And I love Joe. Damm it, that’s why this hurts so bad.” : 

“Tm not blaming you, dear. I’m just a bit surprised.” 

“Why? Because I fell in love and then into bed with him? 
What makes you think I’m different from anyone else?” 

“No . . . but I thought you smarter than that.” 

“Well, I’m not.” 

“Dear, I didn’t mean to upset you. If you don’t want to talk 
about it we won't.” : 

“Tt does hurt to speak of it, Neva. If you don’t mind.” 

“I understand, love. Would you care to hear what Mary 
told me about him? Or would you rather let it drop?” 

“What did she say?” 

“That she gave him, as one of his Christmas gifts, a scrap- 
book she’d started about you. 

“Oh?” 

“Jean, he took the scrapbook in and sat by the fire, Mary 
said, and he read every word in it. And then he asked her to 
keep it and to continue adding to it. She said Joe was also 
quite morose.” 

“What is the point of all this, Neva?” 

“Just that he would’ve tossed the scrapbook aside had he 
not been truly interested in you. Why not consider it just a 
little spat? He’ll be back New Year's, Mary said, and all wi 
be forgotten, after you’ve both taken time to think.” ; 

“I doubt it. I love him, but sad to say, love is not enough. 
He wants me sewed up, as he once phrased it. He hates my 
job—absolutely hates it. Thinks I’m some sort of freakish 
women’s-lib superwoman of sorts. He also thinks I’m having 
an affair with Andrew Bartel. Thinks that I’m a kept woman, 
He can’t believe I’m really so well paid for my work. He con- 
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jectures, you see, that Andy’s paying me so much because f 
put in extra time in the penthouse bedroom. Oh, yes! Joe 
loves me, right enough!” ; 

“Yes. Well, my dear, that sort of love usually does—” 

“Neva, don’t preach. I know you mean well, but I already 
know—painfully so—how stupid I’ve been.” Jean regretted 
her words. “I’m sorry. I guess I’m a lost cause. Think Ill pack 
it in.” She stood up, paused and reached across the table to 
touch Neva’s cheek. “Goodnight, my friend.” 


Chapter Eighteen 


The church was one of those classic old buildings that reveals 
the race of its parishioners in the twin bell towers which guard 
the inset vestibule. Large or small, it is the classic architectural 
style of the black church in the South. 

Six o’clock and dark as pitch. People bundled against the 
chill were silhouetted against the light from the church doors, 
which opened and closed at the top of an impressive flight of 
wide steps. The lower floor, called the basement, was the 
street-level Sunday school. : i , 

Jean found parking space around the corner beneath a 
street light, then hurried past dark houses and bushy yards 
and broken-down picket fences. When she entered the sanc- 
tuary she shivered as one who has just made it in ahead of 
some unknown terror. 

She was the only white there. They. all stared; every wide 
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eye was on her when the little shepherd ran up the aisle and 
grabbed her hand. 

“Miz Ivsen! I so glad you come!” 

“Hello, Marty! My, you look nice!” 

“Come on. Sit by me and Granmaw. We gonna have 
preachin’ before we has the play.” 

Jean followed the child, and after a quick visual recon- 
noiter she was relieved to see that the black soldiers weren't 
in sight in the overcrowded church. 

“Good evenin’, Jean.” Zinnia seemed genuinely glad to” 
see her. — 

“See, Granmaw! She did come! I tol’ you she’d show up!” 

“Sho enough. You was right, Marty.” 

“You seem to have a good crowd.” ; 

“Oh, yes. Always, when they’s free goods, the folks comes 
out.” 

A Christmas carol was sung by the choir. The preacher 
was also a classic, and the ritual hadn’t changed since as a 
child she had gone to church with Jewel so many years before. 

He began his performance behind the pulpit with a quiet 
smiling welcome to all the folks. Like a practiced lover, 
Preacher Jackson knew how to bring along his partners in the 
performance—the. congregation. He strutted on the dais to 
the claps and hallelujahs his shouts of praise and benedictions 
elicited from the willing participants. 

“Now brothers and sisters!” (Yeah?) 

“It’s Chrismus!” (Hallelujah!) 

“It be that time!” (Amen!) 

“That we shows—” (Yeah?) 

“How much we cares—” (Amen!) 

“For our brothers and our sisters less fortunate than our- 
selves!” (Amen!) 

“He come to this earth—” (It so!) 

“To bring love and kindness to all men!” (Amen, brother!) 

“We gonna disappoint Jesus who come as a chile and got 
hisself hung up on the cross?” (No!) 

“TI say hung on that cross!” (On de cross!) 

“And why was dat?” (Tell us, preacher!) 

“To deliver us from the jaws of hell!” (Amen!) 

“And what did He say when He walked this wicked earth?” 
(What dat?) 

“He say suffer!” (Suffer!) 

“Suffer the li'l chilrens!” (Chilrens!) 
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“Suffer the li’l chilrens to come unto me!” (AMEN!) 

“Now my brothers and my sisters!” (Yeah, preacher?) 

“We gonna bring the spirit of that man to our chilrens!” 
(Amen!) 

“We gonna bring the love of God that give us His only be- 
loved Son!” (His Son!) 

“His only beloved Son as a li’1 baby to dis world!” (Amen!) 

“And we gonna see that our pore chilrens has enough to 
eat dis Chrismus Day!” (Amen!) 

“We gonna dig deep with love in our hearts!” (Yes suh!) 

“We gonna Hus that Baby Jesus by feedin’ His chilren!” 
(Amen!) 

“All right, rabies and sisters. The deacons gonna pass 
aroun’ the plates. Le’s honor that li’1 Baby Son of God with 
our hard-earned bread!” (Amen!) 

. “And we'll have the true meaning of Chrismus in our 
hearts!” 

The choir hummed “Silent Night” while the deacons passed 
around the collection. Jean got out her checkbook and wrote 
out a healthy contribution—-whether in reverie as a toast to 
the past, or because of the memory of. the big eyes of the 
children in the department store, she wasn’t sure which. She 
folded the check three times and put it on the wooden plate. 

The congregation sang a hymn then, and she found it tricky, 
for her voice didn’t have the flowing tremolo that the blacks 
had been taught generation after generation. Jean tried any- 
way, out of respect for the camaraderie she felt. Now the 
heads that had bobbed curiously in her direction were smiling 
and accepting of her, fully recovered from the initial shock 
of seeing a white woman in their midst. 

Preacher Jackson was announcing the Christmas play when 
a deacon came running from the back. 

“Praise the Lawd! Looky here!” He carried a check in his 
waving hands. 

“Lawd, looky here! We have been blessed! Praise the 
Lawd!” The preacher took the check and held it up. “Some 
soul has give five hundred dollars to bring hungry chilren a 
Chrismus dinner. Bless you, Sister Iversen! Where you at?” 

Jean shrank down in the pew, but Marty was not ashamed 
of his friend. He stood up and shouted, “Here she be!” 

“Sister Iversen, stand up if you so please. Let all the peoples 
see who it was.that opened her heart and her bank book to the 
chilren!” 

‘Jean stood up and heard the ripple of oohs, ahs and disbe- 
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lieving utterances that went back through the crowd. There 
was applause and the people began to stand and shout, “Halle- 
lujah! The Spirit is come! Chrismus is here!” in echo to the 
preacher’s excited shouts. J 

Jean’s face blazed and she hung her head. Suddenly there 
was that feeling, a tingling sensation that said a thought was 
strong on her. She glanced to her right and looked -into the 
eyes of Nzinga. He and his militants stood to one side, arms 
folded. It disoriented her, and it showed on her face in the 
wide-eyed fright she couldn’t hide. It was hard to interpret 
the silent stares she got, because it seemed the group was 
ambivalent, too. Was the white woman an enemy making a 
grandstand play, or was she a friend of the people? 

_Jean sat down quickly. All through the play and the dis- 
tribution of fruit and ribbon candies to the children, Jean felt 
Nzinga and his men staring at her. But when it was over she 
looked up and they were gone. That as much as anything 
frightened her—that they had come and gone like shadows. 

Jean talked with Zinnia and Marty. The two of them ac- 
companied her on the slow move toward the door. If the eyes 
of the young blacks had seemed to doubt her, those of the 
people did not. She was welcomed and thanked repeatedly, 
and it was genuine, and she was glad she’d done it. 

“Mrs. Iversen, that was a gracious thing to do.” 

Jean turned and saw the file clerk whom she’d gotten to 
know well in the transfer of files to the planning offices. 

“Thank you, Donna, for saying that. I never could stand to 
think of children doing without.” 

“They'll have.a good Christmas, even though it does have 
to stretch so far.” 

BAY Si 

“I'm going to have to tell you—when I was transferred up 
to your offices, I resented it because I would be the only 
black up there. But I’ve changed that attitude, especially after 
tonight.” a8 

“What a lovely thing to say, Donna.” 

“Would you like to meet my mother?” 

“Why, yes. Where is she?” 

- “Sitting over here—waiting for the crowd to thin some.” 
They worked through to a bench near the back. 

Jean was shocked. The woman looked ill. Her hands were 
gnarled, and she was extremely bloated. 

“Mama, I want you to meet my new boss lady, Mrs. Iver- 
sen. This is my mother, Daisy Hightower.” 
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“Hello, Mrs. Hightower. How nice to meet you.” 

Jean had to bend close to hear her feeble voice, which 
trembled as though it required too much strength to. speak. 
“Nice to know you. Donna tol’ me lots of good things. I hope 
she a good worker.” 

“She is. One of the best people we’ve got.” 

When she was out of hearing range Jean asked, “Donna? 
What is wrong with your mother? She seems terribly ill.” 

“Her kidneys, Mrs. Iversen. She needs dialysis every week, 
but there’s not a machine at the HCMC Clinic, and we have 
to go across town and wait hours once a week. She needs it 
twice a week, but they can’t do it—too many people waiting 
and only two machines available to the free-clinic patients. 
And even with my job, I can’t afford the unbelievable cost of 
that extra weekly treatment.” : 

“Oh, Donna! That’s so sad. She seems to be suffering.” 

“She is. And this is the reason I have to miss work so often 
on Wednesdays—to take Mama over there.” 

“Donna, come in to see me in the morning, will you?” 

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll make a point of it.” 

“Early, before I get away.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” : 

They parted. By the time Jean had shaken hands with all 
the deacons and the preacher at the door, and had chatted 
with each, the streets were deserted. As she stepped onto the 
sidewalk the doors above that had lighted her steps were shut, 
and she realized then that all the street lights were out. Was it 
a blackout? But there were lights in the houses. Her eyes ad- 
justed to the dark as she walked toward the corner where 
she’d parked. Was that street light out too? 

Jean heard the footsteps in the same instant that the skin at 
the back of her neck began to prickle. They appeared one by 
one at her side until she was surrounded. She had no idea 
how many there were. But they walked so close they touched 
her coat, and she could hear their breathing. They inhaled 
deep and exhaled heavily in short excited breaths, making 
sounds like a lover as the moment of climax approaches. If it 
was done to terrify her they succeeded. No one spoke. The 
walk to the car was interminable. 

Jean remembered Neva’s admonition and Andy’s warnings. 
And she wished that she had listened. Oh, God! What were 
they up to! The answer to that alarmed her further. When she 
got close to her car she thought about running, But the car 
was locked, and she’d never get there in time to escape. If she 
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ran they would catch her and that would only add to the 
pleasure of hunter versus quarry. 

She stepped off the curb and they split into four groups, 
opening all four doors of the car at the same time. But she 
had locked it! How? 

“Have a nice evenin’, Mrs. Iversen. And quit that job be- 
fore it’s too late!” : 

She got in meekly and heard the locks click down and sud- 
denly the doors were locked with her inside—alone, thank 
God! Jean shook so that she could hardly get her key and fit 
it into the ignition. 

_If that were not enough, a series of flashing red lights and 
sirens came careening around the corner at that moment.. 

The men scattered in all directions as the police .cars 
slammed to a halt and the officers took out in foot pursuit. 

Jean roiled down her window at the tap of an insistent fist. 

“You all right, Mrs. Iversen?” 

- “Why, yes. But how did you know—what is going on 
here?” 

“We got a call about this.” 

“A call? From whom?” 

“Don’t know. But you can find that out at the station 
house.” 

“Station? But what Fave T done?” 

“Nothing except drag up and take stupid. What you doin’ 
off down here this time of night?” 

“I went to church.” 

“With a bunch of niggers?” 

“With friends.” 

“Lady, you crazy! Ain’t no white person, much ies white 
woman, ever been friends with this bunch of niggers that live 
down here.” 

“Then I reckon it’s about time someone did, don’t you 
think?” 

“Who do you think you are, anyhow? Hell, ain’t no black 
woman safe here, much less a white.” 

“But officer, no one did anything!” She got out of the car 
when he worked the door handle. Another car pulled up and a 
hews and camera team walked up and started shooting pic- 
tures. 

Jean sighed, as she turned her back to them, thinking about 
the repercussions it would bring when Andrew Bartel heard. 
Oh, God! Again she tried to explain. 

“Officer, no one laid a hand on me.” 
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“What was they doin’ around your car?” 

“They escorted me from the church. I assume they were 
trying to protect me.” She knew it sounded pretty lame. 

“Lady!” 

“But I was already in my car, alone, ready to drive away 
when you all came tearing down the street!” 

“That the truth of it? You not jest tryin’ to protect these—” 
He gestured toward two blacks in fatigue jackets, hands on 
their heads, who stared defiantly into the spotlights. A police- 
man was bringing up a third one. 

“Officer, I appreciate—” 

“Do you know how long: we been trying to catch these 
black son of a bitches down here? They are the gearworks 
for a time bomb down here, just waitin’ to. go off.” 

“T hope you’re wrong, officer.” 

“All right. You get on home where you belong. I hear. 
you're a lady with lots.of smarts—take some advice and use 
your head instead of your heart sometimes. It’s a lot safer. 
But hell, you bleedin’ hearts usually end up with a busted 
head.” 

She got into the car without answering and steered it 
through the haphazardly parked patrol cars. 

Ben Davidson, Andrew Bartel’s secretary, was waiting for 
her in the lobby of her apartment building. Jean glanced at 
her watch. Eleven-fifteen. Seemed much later! She summoned 
her courage and walked over. “Hello, Mr. Davidson. Pve 
done it again, haven’t I?” 

“T would say so.” 

“I still can’t figure out why it is that every time I turn 
around I’m getting my tail in a crac 

“I was sent to personally chew you up. Your mentor and 
mine is very unhappy.” 

“How did he find out?” 

“He called you here and got no answer. Then he called 
your home. Your housekeeper told him what you’d done. 
Then I was called away from my bed. I’m supposed to be 
taking an early flight to Vegas in the morning, but I was sum- 
marily ordered to call the police and to wait here until I 
heard something.” 

“Oh, boy!” 

“Mmm.” 

Jean explained to Davidson why she had gone. He seemed 
to understand, though it was obvious he didn’t consider her 
reasoning sound. 


164 





Upstairs, Jean took off her coat and offered him a glass of 
‘wine, which he sipped while he put through his call and ex- 
plained to Andrew Bartel what had happened and why. From 
across the room Jean could hear Andy’s voice instructing 
Davidson what to tell her. 

When Andy finished, Ben gave her the phone.. 

“Jean! What the hell are you up to now? I left you instruc- 
tions about what to do and what not to do relating to your 
position, which is getting more and more tenuous with each 
of your little escapades. I told you I’m tired of worrying about 
you. I will not tolerate any more of this childish disobedience. 
When I issue orders to any employee I expect them to be 
followed to the letter, do you hear?” 

“Whoa, boy! Back up here now! Would you like to relate 
an instance where I have disobeyed an order relating to my 
work?” 

“T told you to stay away from the project unless—” 

“I haven’t set foot on the project alone since groundbreak- 
ing day!” 

“What about tonight!” 

“Didn’t go near Bartel property! And I was driving my own 
car. I disobeyed no rules!” ~ 

“Jean!” : 

“Mr. Bartel, if you can show me that I have done anything 
that could be construed as dereliction of my duties I will re- 
sign!” 

“T told you to stay away—” 

“What you're saying, it seems to me, is that I should let 
your authority extend into my private life. My contract said 
nothing about your interfering with where I go and what I do 
on my own time. I give Bartel sixty to seventy hours a week 
now, and I expect it will get worse as time marches on. But 
what I do with the other hundred hours or so of my time is 
my business, not yours! Why did you give me this job if you 
think I’m incapable of conducting my private life with any—” 

“Jean, will you shut up?” . 

No!” 

“Then I'm going to hang up. I'll call you in the morning 
when you’ve—when we both have calmed—” 

She hung up before he’d gotten it all out. 


Tt was past five Monday afternoon before she would be 
persuaded to take a call from him. She went back to her 
office and lifted her chin before lifting the receiver. 
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“Hello.” 

“Well, well! Her majesty has deigned to accept this humble 
one’s call.” 

“Good evening, Mr. Bartel.” 

“Good evening, Mrs. Iversen.” . 

“You wanted to talk to me?” 

“T suppose I must. I’ve called five times today and you 
were always out.” 

“What did you need to speak to me about?” 

“To accept your apology.” 

“I’ve done nothing wrong. And I’ve been thinking—Fred 
Bartel doesn’t seem to get spastic over my goings and comings, 
and he’s president of the firm. Why should a company lawyer 
be ordering me around? Are you afraid you'll get fired if | 
turn out to be unmanageable?” 

He roared with laughter. He finally spoke in chuckles, 
“Yes, Jean. That’s it. I’m afraid of losing my job!” 

“Mr. Bartel, I'll try not to put you in any more compromis- 
ing situations because of my antics.” ; 

“Then you're forgiven.” 

“T’m not sure you are.” 

“Why not? Just because I care what happens to you? My 
only concern was your welfare.” 

“Of course.” 

“What will it take to earn my reentry into the land of the 
lotus eaters?” 

“One dialysis machine donated to the Harris County Medi- 
cal Center’s East Side Clinic.” 

“What’s the rationale here, old girl?” 

“Publicity. Headlines—Bartel Construction donates badly 
needed dialysis machine to impoverished clinic.” 

“They cost a heap of money.” 

“Goodwill is expensive these days.” 

He laughed. “And then would you forgive me?” 

“¥ promise.” 

“Tll check into it. No promises, though.” 

“T have faith in you—more than you’ve got in me, I might 
add.” 

“Nonsense. I just can’t quit perceiving of you as a female. 
If you just weren’t so damn beautiful, old girl.” 

“Quit blowing smoke, Bartel. And think seriously about the 
machine, will you? It is needed badly. And it will get thou- 
sands of dollars’ worth of publicity and goodwill for the 
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project. You know if we don’t win the people over it will do 
us little good to build it.” 

“Suppose you're right. What if I said I’d buy the machine if 
you'd fly up and spend New Year’s with me? We can begin-——” 

“Bartel, I’m flattered at the high price you put on me, but 
I still ain’t for sale!” 

He laughed. “Merry Christmas, darling.” 

“Goodbye, Santa Claus.” 

The gift of the dialysis machine, to be délivered to the clinic 
by January 15, was announced Wednesday night, Christmas 
Eve, in order to gain full profit from the emotionalism of the 
season. As a result it was given much coverage on the six- 
o’clock and ten-o’clock news programs and in the evening 
papers. 


Chapter Nineteen 


“Merry Chrismus, Miz Ivsen!? 

She looked up and there were his big brown eyes and mini 
Afro peeking at her from a crack in the door. 

“Well, Merry Christmas to you, Mr. Marty!” 

He looked around to make sure no one else was about be- 
fore he ventured in. 

“It’s all right, Marty. The coast is clear. Everybody’s out 
working but me.” Marty watched as Jean rolled up the large 
stiff paper thing she’d been looking at and set it in the corner. 
He grinned when she noticed his hands behind him. 
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“Oh, oh, what do I see? What do I see?” 

“Here!” He thrust his hands. forward and three small flat 
packages lay in his palms. 

“Wow!” 

“One for you—this’n here—and one for Karl, and one for 
Freddie!” 

“Oh, Marty! Can I open mine now, please?” 

“Well, I don’ know ... ” His eyes strayed to the gaily 
pasted and shining cylinder ‘tied in bright red and green yarn, 
with a tiny fat Santa tied into the bow to guard it. Jean looked 
up on the filing cabinet where it sat enticing the little boy. 

“Hey! Let’s see if Santa filled it up!” 

“Yeah!” 

She handed it to him. 

“He did! It’s full! Listen! Listen to that!” He danced and 
shook the package. “Miz Ivsen, if’n I can open this’n, you 
can open that’n!” 

“We'd better ask Santa here on top.” With great solemnity 
they set the decorated oatmeal box on the desk and Jean knelt 
beside Marty and spoke quite seriously to the little red man- 
nequin. 

“Santa, it’s Christmas Eve. And I won’t see Marty until 
next Monday. Do you reckon it'd be all right if he opened his 
magic box?” 

The big eyes of the little boy questioned her. He whispered, 

“What he say?” 

“Nothing. Well, Santa, what if he opened it, and then un- 
wrapped only one of the presents inside?” 

“What he say now?” 

“T thought I saw him wink. Did you see him wink, Marty?” 

“Yeah! Iseed it!” 

Jean sat on the floor and watched as Marty carefully untied 
the bow and removed the Santa. He kissed it and put it on the 
floor. Slowly he lifted the lid of the box and looked inside. 

“Lawd, looky here! Looky there what Santa done piled in 
this oatmeal magic box!” His eyes were rapturous as his 
‘fingers touched the shiny little packets tied with ribbons and 
yarns and little elves;.and there were tiny candy canes and 
cherry balls and mints in cellophane. He drew back his hands 
to his lap and stared at it, then looked up at her with his giant 
brown eyes full of tears. “Miz Ivsen, Iso happy!” 

Jean smiled and held out her arms and he hopped over to 
-her and held tight to her neck. 

_ “You’re the good witch of the north—my teacher readed 
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to us at school on story time. I seed her in. the pitcher book 
and it was you. I seed it!” 

Jean laughed and cuddled him close. “No, precious. I'm 
not the good witch. I’m just a woman who loves you.” 

“I loves you too, Miz Ivsen. You kin open you present 
now!” 

“Wonderful!” She reached up to the desk and got the three 
packets. “Yes. This one’s mine!” She opened it slowly and 
peeked inside. “Oh, my! Look at this!” The tissue paper lifted 
away and there was a snowy white hanky with her name 
neatly blocked off in colorful six-year-old-first-grade-made-at- 
school style. 

She squeezed him. “Marty! No one ever made me a fancy 
hanky before! Look at that! Oh, isn’t it pretty!” 

“I done it myself! Like you said that day you was pastin’ 
the boxes togedder—a gif’ made is better’n one bought!” 

“Yes, angel.” 

“And I made one for Karl and Freddie and Uncle Nzinga 
and Granmaw!” ; 

“Well, God love you, you’ve been a busy little bee! And 
you kept it such a secret, too!” 

“I think I gonna open one now, okay?” 

She nodded and watched him lift a green foil package out 
and take the paper and ribbon carefully away. 

“Granmaw Zinnia, she keep all the twine and paper and 
stuff... ” Hey, looky here! A deck of cawds. What that 
say?” ; 

“It says ‘Snap.’ Your grandmother or your uncle can teach 
you how to play.” 

“Yeah! And it’s in its own little clear plassy box! Thass 
like two gifs in one, ain’t it? Here—you git you a cherry ball. 
Or you want pepmint?” 

_ “Peppermint, thank you, dear.” 

“Hey! Uncle Nzinga!” He jumped from her Jap and ran to 
the window, where a pair of fierce black eyes were staring-in 
at them. 

Jean cringed and got quickly to her feet as the man entered 
the office. 

“Boy, I told you to stay away from here! Why did you 
come here when I told you not to come here today under 
any circumstances?” 

“Uncle Nzinga, I hadda bring Miz Ivsen her presents. And 
looky here, looky here! See what I got? Santa here, see? He 
filled it with all this stuff!” 
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“Somebody filled your head with gobbledygook, that’s 
what got filled!” He looked at the white woman in the green 
suit with a pretty Christmas corsage pinned to it. “I guess I 
owe it to you to thank you for making Marty happy. Mama 
don’t have time to watch him, and he gets lonesome. But you 
oughtn’t to have filled his mind with fancy dreams that don’t 
come true for little black boys.” 

“Marty lives in a new world, Nzinga, where all his dreams 
can come true.” 

He continued to hold contact with the level green eyes that 
would not lower under his gaze. 

“It's Christmas. ’'m not gonna start wp with you today. I'll 
keep the boy away from here. And you oughta remember 
what I told you, too!” 

“IT remember.” 

“But you ain’t obeying?” 

“Tl not be scared off by anyone.” 

“When you goin’ home for Christmas?” 

“After lunch.” 

“Good. Come on, boy. Merry Christmas, Miz Ivasen.” 

She answered back, surprised, “A Merry Christmas to you, 
Nzinga.” 

Marty hurriedly stuffed Santa and the green paper into the 
box and tiptoed up to kiss Jean. 

“Merry Christmas, little Marty. And thank you for my 
pretty hanky.” 

“Thank you, Miz Ivsen. Bye now. Bye now.” 

Jack Belen bumped into them as he came in. “What are 
they doing here?” 

“Marty brought me a. present. i 

“Hmm. Can I ride back with you to the office? My wife 
rode in with me and kept the car to go shopping. She’s gonna 
pick me up at the Tower.” 

“Of course. We have a party to go to, don’t we?” Jean 
gathered her purse hurriedly and forgot Marty’s presents on 
her desk. 

When they entered the workroom at the Tower, Jack 
yelled, “Hey, people, the party can start now! Here is the 
handsome engineer and the lovely architect.” 

“Where y’all been? I wanta open my expensive one-dollar- 
plus-tax goodie,” a secretary called. 

Jack squeezed Jean’s waist and answered the holiday 
taunts. “We were out in the bushes.” He pretended to brush 
something from her hair. “Got a leaf clinging there, Jean.” 
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She punched him with her elbow. “Jack! You're a 
dreamer! 

“Enough of this,” Jack declared. “Let’s open the presents 
and drink the booze.” 

Jean laughed. at the “diamond” she got from the co-worker 
who’d drawn her name. It was a gawdy-dime store thing of 
three carats at least and was so large around that it kept slid- 
ing on her finger. While the merrymaking was still in full 
swing she went into her office and packed her briefcase. 

Before leaving she went to several of the people she felt 
closest to and gave and received Christmas hugs: One of them 
was Fred. 

“Mr. Boss Man, I'll see you Monday morning.” 

“No, my dear, you won’t. I won’t be back until after the 
first. I’m taking some time off after the annual meeting to re- 
lax, ski a little, go up tothe ranch in the mountains and do a 
little thinking.” 

“You have no idea how good that sounds. Think about the 
hard-working drones back here while you’re having a grand 
old time, will you?” 

He hugged her. “I certainly will. Are you off now to the 
country and the children?” - 

“Oh my, yes. Can’t wait. Christmas is such a big deal at our 
place! Neva’s English, so we have all the goodies, too. Plum 
pudding. Yum!” 

“Sounds wonderful. Have a happy holiday, Jean. You’ve 
earned it. And whatever brings that little frown to your brow 
that I see so often when you have business on your mind—. 
you know it’s time to leave it behind.” 

“Know me pretty well, don’t you? Actually, it seems I’m 
forgetting something. But I can’t for the life of me remember 
what it is. I have some last-minute shopping, but it’s some- 
thing else. . . . What could it be?” 

“You'll remember when you’re halfway home.” 

“Probably! See you after the first, now, you hear?” Turning 
to the crowd of co-workers, she yelled, “Merry Christmas!” 
and received back the same shout, then was happily on her 
way. 


Fred Bartel had just given his secretary permission to leave 
and was tucking various papers into his briefcase, along with 
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the present for Andy, which was obviously a book, when the 
phone rang. ; 

“Some Bartel buildin’ is gonna blow up somewhere in this 
town four o’clock today!” 

Click. That was all. Fred sat down and looked at his watch. 
One o’clock. Surely it was a joke. But. with bombs you don’t 
joke. He phoned the police and the security guards at all the 
buildings Bartel owned or was constructing throughout the 
city. 

By two o’clock the Bartel Tower was emptied and the en- 
tire block cordoned off. The apartment building was searched 
and vacated also, and the hotel, as well as the skyscraper 
going up in Bel Air and the new shopping center at North- 
ridge Mall. But the project was given only a fleeting thought, 
for it was not a building, but a hole in the ground. A hurried 
search was conducted there, but the main emphasis was on the 
tali buildings, which were impossible to search thoroughly 
by four o’clock, even with a thousand policemen combing 
through. Air ducts; light fixtures, machinery rooms; possible 
bombs taped to desks, rigged to alarm systems or hidden in a 
dump truck or a crane’s boom or beneath a trailer’s flooring— 
ten billion places to search and time running away. 

Fred was cruising between buildings with the chief of 
police when. the order was given at quarter to four for all 
policemen to leave the buildings. 

They parked down the block from the Tower, and Fred 
watched his beloved building and prayed it was all a hoax. 

The sound was not the loud one they expected, but it was 
an explosion. It came-from the southeast, followed in short 
order by two more blasts. Black smoke boiled into the late- 
afternoon sky from the direction of the project. 

“My God! They hit the hole in the ground? Thank God, it 
wasn’t one of the buildings!” 

The siren went on and the car screamed its way through 
the crowds. 

The place was leveled. The steel in the hole was twisted 
grotesquely, and the dragline was burning, its cab and long 
boom nosing forward into the hole. The offices were mounds 
of burning debris. 

“Thank God everyone left early!!” _ 

“It'll be some time before we- know that for sure.” 

Fred nodded and got out with the chief to pace around the 
perimeter of the area, where the firefighters were already 
containing the blazes. 
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A policeman in helmet came up to the chief of police. 
“Sir, did you notice the car over there? Looks like we may 


' have a casualty. We’re running the license through—” 


“Car!” Fred spewed. “What car?” ~ 
“That one yonder, sir. Rambler station wagon—old model 


_ — about a ’sixty model.” 


Chief McKinney turned toward the construction man. 
“Fred? Know any of your employees who drive such a car? 


_ Who would be here this late on a Christmas Eve?” 


“No one that I can think of, Roy. I’m not familiar with 
the car. Could it be one the bombers drove in here? Did it 
have any bombs in it? No, it’s not demolished enough for 
that, is it? I just don’t know. I don’t remember ever seeing it.” 

“Could be a first break in the case, chief. If the demolition 
expert who—” 

“Expert?” 

“Yes, sir. Seems like it was probably plastics. Just enough 
explosive to do damage with little repercussion to the neigh- 
boring areas. Hardly broke any windows down the street. 
Probably Vietnam vets.” 

“Well, Sergeant...” 

“Glass, sir.” 

“I want you to stay on this. Follow it through. You seem 
to be on top of it. As soon as you get a make on that car, let 
me know. I'll be around.” 
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Chapter Twenty 


Fred Bartel knew it was Andrew when the elevator opened 
and the long angry steps came down the hall. He stood up 
and rushed the people out of his office who had been keeping 
silent vigil with him. 

Andy brushed through and confronted his uncle, who shut 
the door behind him. 

“Your face tells me there were casualties after all.” 

“Andy, sit down.” 

“No. Who was it?” 

“Jean was found near the field office a few hours ago.” 

Andy didn’t speak. i 

“She’s alive—in the hospital now.” 

“You said she went home!” he shouted. 

“I thought she had! I don’t know what she was doing 
there!” 

“Are you sure it was Jean? Are you sure she’s alive?” 

“Yes, It’s Jean and she is alive. A door landed across her 
and protected her from the main explosion. She must have 
been just outside the door when it blew up.” 

“T’ve got to see her!” 

“Andy, it’s four a.m. You can’t get in to see her!” 

“By God, I will!” 

“Andy! You can’t disturb her! They’re fighting to save her 
life!” 

Andrew sat down then. “A drink.” 
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The uncle poured a glass of whiskey, and the younger man 
took it in both his hands and drank it in gulps. “Will she 


_ live, Fred?” 


“Only God knows.” 

“Tt is bad, then.” 

“Very.” 

“Was she burned?” 

“T don’t know. Where are you going?” 

“To the hospital!” 

“You don’t even know which one. Wait and Fil go with 
you.” 

“Come on, then!” His face was an angry chiseled stone 
as he shoved through the people in the outer office and ran 
down the hall with Fred at his heels. : 

When they reached the hospital there was a tall woman 
waiting in the alcove. 

She approached them. “Andrew Bartel?” 

NERO 

“Thank you for coming. Jean has said such lovely things 
about you that I feel I know you already. I’m Neva Smythe.” 

“Oh, yes, how do you do. Any word on Jean?” 

“Nothing. I saw her once, but I couldn’t even recognize 


| her.” She looked away. 


“I know. Sit over here, Miss Smythe. This is my uncle, 
Fred Bartel.” 

“Oh, yes. How do you do, Mr. Bartel. Please call me Neva. 
You’ve been very kind to Jean, to give her this job and to 
help her so much. I want to thank you.” 

“Jean has done a magnificent job for us.” 

“My Jean is a magnificent girl.” 

Andy frowned and answered for his uncle. “Yes. She is.” 

With that they all sat down and watched the second hand 
on the clock; and watched the people come and go; and heard 
a winter bird whose song became lost in a siren’s wail... . 

At six that afternoon there was no change. After the ex- 
amination, Dr. Carpenter came back to them shaking his 
head. 

“I’m sorry. There is a hairline fracture of the skull, and 
back injuries. So far, she’s just not responding at all. There’s 
nothing I can do. We'll keep a watch all night. I will say 
this—her vital signs seem to be stabilizing. But that, too, is 
still a guarded statement. And we are now assured that there 
is no injury to the urinary tract.” He surveyed the glum 
faces that seemed to be waiting for him to say more. “I'll 
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allow one person per hour in for five minutes, all night. 
That’s the best I can do for you. I'll be on call all night and 
we'll keep two men with her, just in case.” 

Andy turned and left, walking hurriedly out into the fall- 
ing night. Once on the sidewalk he paused to light the cigar, 
Then he walked, his steps almost running. The wind tun- 
neled through the silent austere buildings and whipped at 
his topcoat. And Jean was on his mind, as she’d been the 
whole three weeks of his absence. Jeah. Goddam goddam 
goddam goddam! Jean! Get out of my mind! Oh, Jean, can 
you hear me? God, Jean, I don’t care if you never walk, but 
please—be here, close by in my life. If I never hold you, I 
no longer care . . . but be here, Jean, Jean, Jean, Jean. . . . 

When he finally walked back to the hospital he spotted a 
movement in the bushes near the door. It was a child. A 
biack child. He came from the shadows in a torn jacket and 
spoke to him. 

“Is you Miz Ivsen’s frien’?” 

The boy was very young. Far too young to be running 
around in the cold dark. 

' “Yes. ’m Andrew Bartel.” ; 

“I seed -you wid her at the projek cermony. She’s my 
frien’. They won’t let me go in. Could you give her some- 
thin’ for me?” 

Before Andy answered the little hand thrust forth a much- 
handled tiny red Santa Claus. 

‘ “Santa will: make her well. He filled up the magix box 
Miz Ivsen made for me and he gonna make her well. He tol’ 
me he was. He promise he was.” 

Andy smiled sadly at the child. “Ill give it to her. What’s 
your name, son?” 

“Marty. Marty Jones my name.” 

“You're the little boy who’s been such a pest at the project, 
are you?” 

“Yassir. Tha’s me. I comes over there to see my frien’ 
Miz Ivsen, but the man, he run me off when he catch me.” 

“Well, Marty, I'll give this to our friend and you come 
back tomorrow. We'll see if . . . ’ He looked at the toy and 
sighed. “We'll see if Santa’s a magician.” 

“Miz Ivsen de good witch. Santa ain’t gonna let her pass. 
I knows he won’t ’cause we needs her here.” 

“Yes, we need her here.” 

Andy went back inside and spoke to Neva. He appeared 
very tired. “Anything?” 
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“She mumbled something when I was in the last time. The 
doctor with her said that was a good sign—that she’s coming 
back. But they still won’t say for sure.” 

“Really! Good! Good! When will we see her again?” 

“Onthe hour.” ~ 

“Not jong then.” He sat down, motioning for her to be 
seated. “Where’s Fred?” 

“He was exhausted. I finally insisted that he leave. I said 
I would call about any changes.” 

“How do you interpret this . . . mumbling?” 

“As a sign of life. There is no place in my mind where a 
thought of life without Jean can enter. She will live.” 

“God, but I hope you're right. It would be a great in- 
justice to a great many people if . . . ” His voice trailed off. 

“Yes, it would. It’s your turn now, Mr. Bartel. You go in.” 

He smiled and took: off his coat when the nurse beckoned 
for him. Jean still looked the same. But something was 
different. Her lips moved a little. She moved her right arm. 
At a nod from the .green-coated physician beside-her, the 
nurse took Jean’s arm and strapped it down. 

Jean was trying to say something. Without asking per- 
mission, Andy moved to her side and leaned over to listen. 
He shook his head. Jean was fighting her way back to the 
children. 

“You'll have to leave now,” the doctor insisted. 

Andy nodded, too relieved to mind the scolding tones. 

“Neva! She called the children’s names. She’s ... ” His 
voice broke. With a foolish grin he turned away and Neva 
hugged his back. : 

“Thank God.” 

He nodded and walked over to the window and stared 
until the next hour’s visit, then waited, questioning, when 
Neva came out. 

“Yes, Andy. She’s better.” 

Through the night the reports they carried to each other 
grew more encouraging, as was Dr. Carpenter’s prognosis 
when he came back in the morning. 

“Well. Vital signs stable. Approaching a state of conscious- 
ness. Feeling pain of broken wrist, and headache. I'll give 
her at this point a very good chance to live.” 

“And to walk?” 

The doctor looked at Andy. “There is no doubt that she 
will walk if she lives. But we are not yet sure about the 
extent of the nerve injury and its effect on how she will 
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walk. Might need some reeducation.” The doctor smiled and 
walked away. 

Neva and Andrew Bartel looked at each other trium- 
phantly. 

“Well, now isn’t that good news!” 

“Most definitely!” Bartel took Neva’s arm. and they left 
together. “Madame, I’ll buy your breakfast.” 

Later, when he came from the hourly visit, Andy was 
distressed. “She’s in pain, Neva. Extreme pain!” 

“Dr. Carpenter will be here soon, Andy. Calm down now. 
She’s really not aware of much yet.” 

“She just moans. I know she’s suffering!” 

“He'll look at her and decide. His nurse said he’d come at 
noon.” 

“I’m not going to stand by and watch her hurt. They’re 
going to have to do something to help her, dammit!” 

“Jean told me you could be difficult.” 

“Me? Nonsense.” 

She smiled. “Oh, yes. Your moods change like lightning 
fiashes, she tells me.” 

“She thinks I’m a bit melodramatic then.” 

“No. Jean is very impressed with you. She thinks you are 
the most brilliant man she’s ever known, and the kindest 
since Karl.” 

“Oh, Jean! Neva, I can’t believe it, even now. I keep 
looking around corners to see if she’s coming. I expect the 
phone to ring and it'll be she calling to say—Hey, you busy, 
_old boy? I need some ad-vicel” 

“Yes, I know.” 

This time they were called into the office of the chief of 
staff. 

. Mostly good news, finally. Mrs. Iversen, barring unfore- 
seen complications, is going to dwell among the living. Now, 
some unfortunate news. For the next twenty-four hours she 
will be in a great deal of pain, and we can do nothing because 
of the concussion. After tomorrow it will be safe to begin 
painkilling medication. So you will have to suffer through 
with her. About her back injury: still too much fluid in the 
tissues—edema and contusions—to determine for certain, but 
Wwe are more certain that it is what we indicated before. 
Though extremely painful, still the injury is relatively minor. 
If we have success with traction, which we will begin tomor- 
row on a trial basis when we move Mrs. Iversen into a private 
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room, and if the pulposus slips back, all will be well. Or if 
the pulposus breaks loose and floats free we may not need 
surgery—often it is reabsorbed, eventually. However, if we 
have had any damage fo the sciatic nerve we may have some 
retraining to do.” , 

“That’s good enough to keep me going a while longer, Dr. 
Carpenter. Thank you.” Bartel shook the man’s hand grate- 
fully and took a card from his wallet. “I have to fly to Vegas 
this evening, now that I know Jean is out of danger. But if 
anything—anything at all—should come up, I can be reached 
at this number. It’s the ABC executive offices, and ‘the opera- 
tor will be alerted to put through any calls from you or from 
Miss Smythe.” 

The physician took the card, looked at it and nodded, 
impressed. “Certainly, Mr. Bartel. I might have more for you 
later in the day. Will you be in town?” 

“T won't leave until night.” 

Once in the hall, Andy said to Neva, “I hope you'll under- 
stand. I have some very pressing business to get out of the 
way this afternoon before I leave tonight.” 

“Of course.” 

“If Jean weren’t—” : 

She smiled and patted his arm. “I understand, dear.” 

He returned the smile. “Why don’t I take you to Jean’s 
place so you can rest until five or so? I'll pick you up then.” 

“That sounds good.” 

When she was inside the apartment door, Neva turned 
and patted his cheek. “You are as kind as Jean has told me. 
Thank you, Andy. For everything.” 

He pulled back in a reflex and looked at her strangely 
before he silently shut the door and left. It was Jean—an 
older Jean—but the touch, the gentleness, was Jean’s. He 
went away a little more puzzled about Jean and her effect on 
his life, because she never ceased to be a mystery. 

The late-day return to the hospital was not a pleasant one. 
Neva’s face was troubled when she stepped back into the hall 
where he waited. 

“Andy, you don’t need to go in. I think you should leave 
now and take your trip and you call me whenever you can, 
and I'll be here, or at the apartment.” 

“Why shouldn’t I see her?” 

“Because Jean wouldn’t want you to see her like this. She 
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is suffering terribly. Her back has begun to trouble her as 
well as her leg—and the headache. She isn’t rational.” 

“Perhaps you're right. Neva; if I didn’t have to attend 
this annual meeting, you know Id stay.” 

“Of course.” . 

“If she weren’t off the critical list nothing could drag me 
away.” : ; 

“TI know that, too, dear. When will you be coming back?” 

“It might be as late as Monday, and that would be crowd- 
ing things. I have a lot of people flying in from all over, and 
I have to . . . well, coordinate and relegate, as it were.” 

“Jean persists in her first impression—that you're a lawyer. 
I think you’re much more. Am I correct?” 

He smiled and touched her shoulder. “Jean is always right. 
Take care of my girl while I’m gone—and you call me, you 
hear? The minute you know anything. You can reach me at 
the number on this card. Anytime day or night. Your call 
will be put through immediately. And Neva, as a personal 
favor to me, will you lose this card when this is over?” 

Neva smiled. “I was right. Chairman of the board. Why, 
Andy?” ; 

He shrugged. “Jean is the only real woman . . . No, that’s 
not it. I suppose it’s because my position is a disadvantage, 
strange as that may seem. I’d rather Jean and I developed a 
friendship based on—” 

“I won’t divulge your deep dark secrets, then.” 

“Thank you. Goodbye, Neva. Youre a remarkable 
woman.” 

His mind was still back at the hospital as he climbed 
aboard the largest of the company’s jets and buckled in across 
the desk from Fred Bartel. He merely nodded to the con- 
tingent of attorneys and accountants who filled the front 
three rows of seats that his big leather chair faced. He 
waved his hand to the board members and stockholders, and 
nodded to the pilot, who sealed the door and entered the 
cockpit. 

Andy leaned back and lit a Tiparillo. 

Fred smiled. “Well, I can tell you heard good news before 
you left the hospital.” 

“Yes, Fred, I did.” He rapped his knuckles on the walnut 
desk top. “With any kind of luck she'll be like new again.” 

“Great! I am relieved. This has been one holiday I don’t 
think anyone will ever forget.” 

Andrew Bartel grunted acknowledgment and puffed while 
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he studied the papers in front of him. “All right, gentlemen. 
You have several additional reports for me, I believe. Gif- 
ford, do you: have the proposals ready to present to the 
stockholders? And Morris, could you hand me. the figures 
for the Blake Furniture merger? And are we ready to hit 
them with the stock split? That ought to ensure a Happy 
Hannukah for ABC.” 

While he continued to call in reports from his executives 
there was a shuffling of papers in response to the authority of 
the chairman of the board of Andrew Bartel Company, Inc., 
known to the world as ABC, Inc., a conglomerate that con- 
trolled Houston-Arabia Petroleum, Houston-Arabia Pipeline, 
Houston Oil Transport (a fleet of tankers), Bartel Construc- 
tion Company, two Houston banks, a Las Vegas bank, finan- 
cial houses in New York, Paris and Switzerland, and an odd 
collection of diversified manufacturing interests and retail 
ventures as well as hotels, condominiums, apartments and 
land speculations around the world. 

On the trip to Las Vegas the youthful magnate carried on as 
if he were the young Napoleon who had never lost a battle, 
had never been opposed by his generals, and whose quick 
analytic brain had no room for the notion that such a thing’ 
was even remotely possible. Andrew Bartel spoke, people 
obeyed; or else they disappeared under the withering sharp 
glare of his vindictive steel-gray eyes, and the snap of his 
slender fingers brought instant obliteration. 

But this night he was happy. Jean would live. While his 
genius applied itself to- inventorying his worldwide interests 
and to the annual meeting he flew toward, a tiny portion of 
his mind began making plans for the beautiful woman he had 
almost lost. 
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Chapter Twenty-One 


Jean waited in a wheelchair beside the window of her hos- 
pital room. Over two weeks spent here—wasted and useless, 
pain-filled weeks—ali because of . . . hate? 

She sighed. How much of what people call love must ac- 
tually be hate. Did Nzinga really love his people when he 
could do this to anyone? Of course he had done it, even if 
there was no proof. And what if he hadn’t intended to hurt 
anyone? It didn’t make the damn wheelchair any moré com- 
fortable! And could there really be anything of love in Joe’s 
adoration that so quickly turned to anger—when it looked as 
though she might not be that special entity he’d conjured up? 
' Well, what did it matter? What did anything matter? Joe 
hadn’t even been heard of for three weeks. Was Mary’s kind 
excuse, that he was off Yucatan shrimping in the winter 
months, the truth, or was it just that Joe Devereaux was past 
caring about her? That explanation hurt too much. Jean’s 
crippled ego was not yet ready to accept that. Joe was off 
Yucatan ... sunshine and warm -water, just the opposite of 
the sloppy mess raining, raining, raining, filling all the gut- 
ters, muddying-up Houston for the last two days. It looked 
like there was even a touch of sleet to it. 

The nurse came for her then, and Jean forced herself to 
smile. 


At the hospital entrance, Andrew Bartel was waiting just 
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inside the door. A portico sheltered his car, which sat with 
the engine idling to keep the interior heat on. He carried 
Jean’s gray coat and a cane and smiled to see her when the 
hall door opened. She looked thin and pale in the blue dress 
she wore, and she sat very straight because of the back brace. 
Her face reddened when she saw him—being in a wheelchair 
embarrassed her. 

The orderly helped her stand; Andy helped her into the 
coat and handed her a black ebony cane with silver handle. 

“How beautiful!” 

“A little present. Your doctor said you could use one for a 
while.” , 

“Thank you, Andy. You think of everything.” Her smile 
was forced. He could tell that each time she moved she was in 
pain. 

Jean shut her eyes once she was settled in the car. 

“Jean? I wonder if they know what they’re doing, letting 
you leave when—” 

“They’ve done all they can for now. I’m all right, Andy.” 

“Would you rather lie back, Jean?” 

“Let me try it sitting up. It only hurts when I move 
around.” 

“Jean, would it to be all right if I took you to your apart- 
ment.for a couple of hours? I’m caught in a bind and I need 
to tie up a couple of loose ends before I drive you home.” 

For the first time Jean forgot her own discomfort and em- 
barrassment and looked at him. His face was rigidiy pleasant. 
“Andy? What’s wrong?” 

“Nothing. I just have a couple of unexpected things to take 
care of.” 

“I was afraid this would be an imposition. I should have 
insisted on going with Neva.” 

“Jean, I want to do this—to see you safely home. Besides, 
I'd love to meet your children and see your house, though you 
seldom talk about it, or anything to do with your private life. 
Why is that?” 

“Old saying—business and pleasure don’t mix.” 

“Usually but not always correct.” 

“Can you turn on your radio? I’ve missed the FM music— 
even missed TV. When they took my set out for repairs last 
week they didn’t replace it.” 

“Mmm. How about listening to a tape instead?” Without 
giving her a choice he put a cartridge into the deck. 
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Andy made sure Jean was comfortable before he left her 
apartment. 

“Jean, I really feel you should rest before you endure that 
long drive.” Going into the bedroom, he pulled back-the bed- 
covers. Then he took her coat and hung it up. “Can you un- 
dress? That is to say...” He stopped talking and she 
laughed. 

“T think I can manage that, thank you—if I decide to go to 
bed. I think Pll stay up awhile. I need to call home and tell 
Neva and the boys I'll be late, and I’ll putter around with my 
plants. They look sad.” 

“You need to be calm and quiet, dear. So, keep the noise 
boxes off, will you? And if you need anything—” 

“Andy, you run on and get your business done. I’m fine, 
Hurry so we can get home.” ; 

He smiled and patted her shoulder. “Willi do.” 

“Andy?” 

He turned just as he was about to go out the door. 

“Thank you.” 

He kissed her cheek and left. 

Jean moved awkwardly about the apartment with growing 
frustration. How long? - 

“Maybe a year before the sprain heals completely,” the 
doctor had told her. “It will lessen in time, but it must be 
allowed to heal. Remember, this sprain we are discussing in- 
volves an avulsion fracture, torn disc ligament and muscle 
tear, in addition to the herniated disc. We tried all we could 
short of surgery, and we did readjust the extruded pulposus 
somewhat, but it is still a latent and potentially dangerous 
problem. It may never cause another moment’s trouble, but 
if it protrudes farther, we'll try heavy traction, which you will 
not be able to stand until the sprain has healed. If before that 
time the pain returns in either leg—which would indicate 
further extrusion of the disc nucleus—we’'ll try cortisone in- 
jections. If that doesn’t reduce inflammation and relieve the 
pain we'll proceed with surgery because of the danger of nerve 
damage. Mrs. Iversen, there is a good possibility that neither 
heavy traction nor surgery will be required. But don’t try to 
be physically active in any way. And don’t let the muscle 
spasms that are likely to occur frighten you. You can get 
them under control with the ethyl-chloride spray or gentle 
massage. If not, come in and the therapists can help.” 

Time and patience. Jean looked in the mirror over the sofa 
and shook her head. She spoke to the reflection. “Jean, you 
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are a sad-looking sight! Well, Drs. Carpenter and Jones, you 
don’t have to worry about too much physical exertion out of 
me. It hurts too damn much!” 

She had not been allowed breakfast before the tests and the 
examination, and the excitement of going home had made the 
hospital lunch unthinkable. Now she was hungry. But Neva 
had cleared out the refrigerator to get rid of spoiled leftovers, 
and the cupboards were bare. Jean poured the last of a carton 
of milk into a glass, sniffed it, checked the carton date, then 
decided it was safe. She switched on the radio and rummaged 
through the cupboard again. Crackers. All right. Crackers and 
milk—keep the organism alive a while longer! With difficulty 
she placed herself on a chair and proceeded with her meager 
lunch. 

“The time is twelve-thirty, and here is a brief rundown of 
the news. ... ” 

She really wasn’t paying attention, until she heard the 
project mentioned. 

“The militant takeover of the urban-renewal site here in 
Houston is into its eighth day, and tempers are short. The 
estimated thirty to forty people—men, women and children— 
who are barricaded within an improvised enclosure show no 
signs of relenting until their demands that the project be 
halted are met. A spokesman for the city has set a six-p.m. 
deadline for the insurgents to surrender. Lieutenant L. V. 
Jackson, head of the special squad of HPD, has stated that at 
eleven a.m. the mayor’s office and the chief of police gave 
consent to rush the barricade if the militants don’t come out 
by six. An amnesty has been offered, but so far there is no 
sign that the offer will be accepted. Lieutenant Jackson stated 
that the HPD will not tolerate another night of sniping. Two 
officers have been wounded and-a helicopter damaged since 
the takeover began. The injured were a part of the force that 
attempted to infiltrate the enclosure. Pleas that. the women 
and children be sent out have gone unheeded. The latest re- 
port at this time is that Andrew Bartel of Bartel Construction 
Company is negotiating with the armed militants. This was 
the site a few weeks ago of a Christmas Eve explosion that 
critically injured the project director, Mrs. Jean Iversen. Mrs. 
Iversen was released today from .. . ” 

At the mention of her name the trance was broken. That’s 
why her television set had gone out for repairs! To keep her 
from knowing—and worrying. Jean began to pace. The 
thought of the project site made her shudder. Secretly she had 

185 


doubted that she could ever return there. Now she was positive 
she would have to resign, for an unrelenting terror had 
gripped her each time she had thought of it since the accident. 

She stopped at the window and looked out: It was a ghastly 
day. Miserable, rainy, threatening to sleet. She shuddered 
‘again, This new year of 1970, barely a week old, was so far a 
bummer. 

“Oh, God!” Jean suddenly realized that Marty was probably 
there. If the police rushedin . . . “Oh, God!” 

A fieeting question—should she go there?—ran through 
her brain, but it was quickly thrown out into the cold. No. 
Never. 

Nzinga had succeeded. All the pain-filled memories she'd 
gathered these last weeks rushed forward, and she determined 
to keep her promise to herself that she’d never go near the 
project again. 

If she just had a TV set! She switched to AM and fumbled 
with the radio until she got a reporter. 

“As reported earlier, the takeover was well planned and 
timed so that when the new offices were being set-up, the 
self-styled guerrillas merely walked up with guns and the 
four prefab components were placed so that they made a 
barricade. 

“Food has been brought in by permission’ of Bartel 
Construction and the HPD, but since the sniping has increased 
there is some question if this will continue. At this time 
Andrew Bartel is in radio contact with the... just a 
minute. Mr. Bartel is just walking over here to consult again 
with Fred Bartel, president of the company, and the mayor. 
Chief of Police McKinney is also standing by.” 

She heard Andy’s voice angrily assail the reporter: “Could 
you back off here?” 

There was no answer from the reporter, and for a few 
minutes Jean heard agitated voices but was unable to hear 
what was going on. The reporter spoke again, dramatically, 
his voice low. ° 

“Andrew Bartel has just told the group of officials that the 
militants demand to talk to Mrs. Iversen. As you will recall, 
Mrs. Jean Iversen is the architect injured in that Christmas 
Eve blast here. Mr. Bartel has now moved back to the car, 
where he is again talking to the militants. He was followed 
by the other officials. Apparently he is going to try to 
dissuade them from insisting on Mrs. Iversen. . . . From the 
look on Mr. Bartel’s face it is obvious he is having a difficult 
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time. The negotiations seem to be at an impasse ... and 
six o’clock this evening is the final deadline... . ” 

Jean sat down again at the table and covered her face with 
her hands. 

“God! What should I do? I’m afraid. I can’t go out there. 
I just can’t. I can’t. The thought of it . . . little Marty... 
God, please don’t let the innocent be hurt. But please, God, 
Wcantey. . decamt.. 

‘Jean sat a long time, her body forgotten. The phone’s 
ringing brought her back, and the pain was sharp when she 
got up to answer it. 

“Mrs. Iversen, there are a couple of people down here to 
see you, but Mr. Bartel left instructions that you wasn’t to be 
bothered. Still, these people insist.” 

“Who is it?” 

“They're blacks, Mrs. Iversen. Mrs. Zinnia Jones and 
Reverend Jackson.” : 

“Send them up, please.” 

“You're sure it’s all right? Mr. Bartel—” 

“Tell be fine, Billy. Thank you.” 

When Jean answered the door, Zinnia rushed in and‘ began 
talking. Her words tumbled over each other. 

“Miz Ivasen, you got to help me. I heard on the radio 
that they want you. Miz Ivasen, I know you been near dyin’, 
but my Marty’s in there with Bobby. Miz Ivasen, ain’t 
there something you can do?” 

Jean backed away. “Zinnia, please, I can’t go back out 
there. They nearly killed me once. I can’t go again.. Please.” 

Reverend Jackson took Zinnia’s arm. “Come sit down. 
Mrs. Iversen, sit down here now. What we've got to do is go 
to God. He is the only one that can help here. We’ve got to 
go inside ourselves and listen for the still small voice to 
speak. This situation—nothing but God can help now. Too 
‘Many angry people—hate is rulin’ this, and it’s hate that kills.” 

Jean looked at the minister, surprised. The man had shed 
his actor’s role and accompanying strut. He was a serious, 
intelligent man who spoke with his eyes leveled at her. 

“Mrs. Iversen, have you asked God what you can do? Or 
did you tell him what you couldn’t?” 

She looked away. 

Zinnia pleaded. “Miz Ivasen . 

“There’s nothing I can do. I’m sorry.” Jean walked over to 
the window. The list to her body was more evident without 
the cane to support her. 
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The preacher spoke. “Mrs. Iversen, I get about in the 
community. I have seen what you’ve done so far. The attitude 
has changed. People are less suspicious. They respect you for 
your courage. Couldn’t you call up that same courage one 
more time . . . one more time, Mrs. Iversen?” 

“Look at me!” She turned awkwardly to face him. “Can’t 
you see what they’ve already done? I owe my own children 
something, too. I’m all the family they have, and I owe it to 
them to take myself home—what’s left of me.” 

“Mrs. Iversen, they won’t hurt you.” 

“They have guns. If they take me hostage, eventually the 
impasse will have to be broken and someone will get shot. 
Reverend Jackson, I’m afraid.” 

“I can see that. But Mrs. Iversen, you chose to make 
yourself a part of these people’s lives. Now they need you.” 

“I suppose I did... and to what avail? This!” She 
glanced down at her body then back to him. = 

“What you been striving to do can be completed now. I'll 
go with you.” 

“Two hostages, then?” 

“They're looking for a chance to give up. I’ve been in there 
several times, and they always let me out again.” 

“Reverend Jackson, I’m not a martyr.” 

“One time or another everybody is.” 

Zinnia got up and came to her. “I’ll go in, too. Miz Ivasen, 
me and Brother Jackson will help you walk. Miz Ivasen, 
my granbaby is in there. Think if it was your two little boys, 
how you'd feel. Bobby done gone mad. But I know didn’t 
none of them plan on you gettin’ hurt.” 

“That doesn’t make walking any easier. And it won’t make 
a bullet less fatal.” 

“Miz Ivasen, Marty loves you.” ; 

Jean sat down and again hid her face in her hands. “Oh, 
God!” ~ 

Zinnia went over and placed her hand on Jean’s shoulder. 
“Please help me, Miz Ivasen.” 

The three said a prayer. Then the minister helped Jean 
with her coat and handed her the cane. 
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Chapter Twenty-Two 


Mud deepened around his dress boots as the rain, mixed with 
sleet, fell unnoticed on Andrew Bartel’s head. He lifted 
his collar in back and put his hands in his coat pockets while 
he stood beside the car and conferred with the other men— 
all of whom had had the foresight to wear hats. His head 
whipped around when he heard the communication coming 
over the radio. 

He got back into the car and took the mike from the 
police officer. 

“Repeat?” 

“Mrs. Iversen is here at the road block with a Reverend 
Jackson and Mrs. Jones—mother of that militant, Bobby 
Jones.” 

“Goddam! Send them back! She doesn’t have any business 
here!” 

“Could you drive over here, Mr. Bartel? Mrs. Iversen 
would like to talk to you.” 

“Be right there.” 

Andy nodded, and the policeman started the car and drove 
him to the corner, where traffic had been blocked off. 

He saw Jean in the back seat of a Ford as the patrol car 
pulled up beside it. He got out and went around the car to 
get in next to her. -— 

“Jean, you have no business here.” 

She reached for his hand. “I know. But Zinnia and the 
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Reverend persuaded me that maybe I could help. Do you 
think I can?” 

“Where are your gloves, Jean?” 

“In- my coat-pocket, I guess. Do you think I can help?” 

“Put them on. Your hands are colder than mine.” He 
glanced at the black man. “Do you have the heat on high?” 

“Andy?” 

“Jean, whether you could persuade them or not is purely 
conjectural at this point. The condition of your health is 
not. If you catch a cold and a cough, or any sort of infection, 
it would be very bad. I can’t take the risk.” 

“Andy, you didn’t answer me. Could I help?” 

“Perhaps. But that is not the issue. All of them combined 
are not worth risking you.” 

Jean looked to Zinnia and then back at him. “Zinnia’s son 
and grandson are in there. Remember the little a you told 
me about who gave you the Santa Claus?” 

“Yes. I remember.” 

“Andy, Pm afraid, but—” 

“Jean, I know you mean well, but it wouldn’t be worth it!” 

The patrolman tapped on the glass, which Andy partially 
lowered. 

“Yes?” 

“They know she’s out here. They’re listening to everything 
that goes over the radio. They want to talk to Mrs. Iversen.” 

“Andy? Could I talk to them on the radio, maybe? Would 
that help?” 

He frowned and rubbed his brow. “I don’t know. I wish 
you'd go back to your apartment and wait.” 

“Andy, people might die out here today. Let me talk to 
them.” 

He shook his head and sighed. “All ene Wait till I come 
around to help you out.” 

Bartel had a way of nodding his head and pointing that 
spoke an order as directly as if he had vocalized it. The 
officer went quickly around and opened the patrol-car door 
while Andy helped Jean out and into the police vehicle. 
Then he got in beside her. The policeman had no choice but 
to move into the back seat to escape the weather. 

The voice on the radio was Nzinga’s. 

“Mrs. Iversen. You say you believe in the people, and 
you want to help them. Why won’t you come down here and 
talk with us?” 

“Nzinga, I’m afraid to.” 

190 


“I can see that. I.can see that. But if you will come down 
here, and bring your plans and set down with us, let us tell 
you what we want-—nobody’s done that. They just told us 
niggers what we were going to get. We want a voice in our 
own destiny, Mrs. Iversen. We're willing to work with you. 
But not for you.” 

“Nzinga—would you put down your guns? I’m frightened. 
Would you all come out, come up to my office where it’s 
warm? And we'll talk it out.” 

“Naw. The minute we walk out of here we’re dead men.” 

“Amnesty has been offered you, and I promise you that it 
will be honored and that we'll listen to you. And if your ideas 
are truly logical and workable, we’ll incorporate them.” 

“Could you guarantee that?” 

“Ves,” 

“You come on down here.” 

“Nzinga, I’m so crippled I can barely move.” 

“You can come down here in a car, with your plans. Ill 
come out, unarmed, and sit with you. But you have the 
driver leave or I won’t come out. And no tricks!” 

Bartel took the mike. “Jones, she doesn’t come unless I’m 
there, period.” 

“Mr. Bartel, I trust you capitalists about as far as I could 
throw an elephant! No way! We of the people are no more 
than commodities to you! And now you intend to profit 
from our destitute state. The only one of you who has cared 
enough to be one of us and to listen to us is Mrs. Iversen! We 
will talk to her or we will fight to the death and the world 
can see how you imperialist dogs slay the innocent and all 
who stand in the way of your exploitation!” 

Andy flipped off the mike. “Good God almighty! Did you 
hear that?” 

She smiled. “Yes, Running Dog. I heard.” 

“Jean, there is no possible way I’ll allow you in there with 
a maniac like that. The nian is deranged!” 

“Could you get me a set of plans—small reproductions will 
do—for the first building, and the plot layout?” 

“You're not serious!” 

“He'll be unarmed.” 

“You believe him?” F 

“Couldn’t we work something out?” 

“Jean, this is one time I can stop you.” 

“T realize that, Andrew. What I’m trying to impress upon 
you, without success, is that there is bound to be some way 
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that we could ensure our having the upper hand. A hidden 
microphone and all that clandestine sort of thing.” 

“So we could hear them take you hostage? Lot of good, 
that!” 

In exasperation she shifted her position and went white as 
a knifelike pain shot through her back. 

“Jean?” 

“It’s nothing. Just moved too quickly. It’s gone now.” She 
lied, for the first familiar nervous twinges had started and 
she knew they would lead to a round of spasms in the back 
muscles. “Could you get the plans I need sent down? Let’s 
get this over with. There are people waiting for me.” 

“No, Jean.” 

“Andy, couldn’t-we get the driver to search him?” 

“As weak as you are, he could still take you hostage. 
You're not the karate champ anymore.” 

“Andrew, dear, I am aware of my debilities. So, what if 
we persuaded him to allow the unarmed driver to stay just 
outside the car.” 

The chief of police was called, and with Bartel directing 
them, the police began to make arrangements for the meeting. 
Andy sat with Jean while they waited for the chief to assign 
his men. 

Jean took three aspirins from a bottle in her purse and 
managed to swallow them without water. 

“Spasms setting up?” 

“Yes.” 

“Maybe we’d better postpone this.” 

“No. Let’s get on with it and get out of here. I'll be all 
right.” 

He put his arm around her and turned her face toward 
him with a gentle movement of his hand. “You're sure, Jean?” 

She shut her eyes and nodded. 

“Why won’t you look at me?”~ 

“I’m ashamed.” 

“Of what?” 

“Being so afraid.” 

He shook his head and patted her cheek. “This puts me in 
a terrible position. I want to protect you from this, yet I 
know that you’re apparently the only one who can do it. But 
most important, I know that you’d never forgive me if I 
forced you away and people were killed. I hope I’m doing the 
best thing. Jean, I don’t know what it is about you, my dear, 
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but everywhere you go you trouble the waters and cause a 
terrible wake.” 

She smiled at his attempted humor. 

The car door opened and they both jumped. The plans 
were handed to her and a hidden mike installed while she and 
Andy looked over the small copies. 

“TH need a couple of pencils. Oh, Andy, one more thing. 
Sharing a meal works wonders, and I’m starving. Could you 
send for a couple of hamburgers and malts? Or hot coffee. 
It will make the encounter start'on a friendly basis.” 

“My God, I’m thoughtless! You probably haven’t eaten 
since breakfast.” 

“And get a thernios of hot chocolate if you can. Mmm. 
Hot chocolate like Neva makes. ... I think delirium is 
setting in.” 

Bartel shut the car door and lifted his hand in a brief wave. 
The lingering hold of her eyes on his bothered Andy when 
the car moved away. Jean was frightened. He’d never seen 
her like that before. And still she asked no quarter. 

He took out a slender cigar and lit it before he got into 
the front seat of another patrol car, sent the policeman for 
the food, and picked up a pair of field glasses. 

Nzinga approached the car and allowed himself to be 
searched. Then he searched the driver before getting into 
the back seat. He exchanged nods with Jean, and she handed 
him a hamburger, which seemed to disarm him further. 

Her hands shook when she tried to pour the cocoa. He 
took the thermos and finished the task, handing her the first 
cupful. 

“Got it now?” 

“Yes. Thank you.” 

They ate silently. ; 

When he was through he wadded the paper and put it into 
‘the bag, then wiped his hands on a paper napkin and sat 
back waiting for her to finish. 

“T thank you for the food, Mrs. Iversen.” 

“TI was starving, too. Nzinga, how is Marty?” 

“He’s fine. We've got a fire going.” 

“Is he frightened?” 

“He’s about got over that.” 

“Nzinga, we’ve got to work this out. They mean what they 
say about the deadline.” 

He shook his head. The big man was tired and his eyes 
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sorrowful when he turned to look at her. “I know they do. 
It’s not easy for me to sit out here, waiting for them to come 
take my life. But a man’s got to fight for his people or he’s 
nothing.” 

“T understand.” 

“Mrs. Iversen, you got more heart than any whitey I ever 
met. How come you work with them and against us?” 

“Nzinga, I like to think that I work for all and against 
none.” 

“Can’t be. Two opposite camps: divergent philosophies.” 

“To me that’s like saying I can love one of my feet and 
not the other because one is picked up when the other is put 
down.” 

He grinned in response. “You goin’ philosopher on me 
here?” 

“Wouldn’t know how.” 

“Mrs. Iversen, rich men are gonna get richer off this. And 
all that’s gonna be accomplished for us is a high-rise prison.” 

“It’s true that people will make money, including me. This 
is the best job I’ve ever had or ever hope to have. But if I 
didn’t feel that I was doing something really good for all 
concerned I would have no part of it.” 

“I don’t think you realize you’ve sold out your principles.” 

“Why? Because I work within the system? Nzinga, it’s the 
only ladder we’ve got.” 

“We?” ne 

“All of us. Everybody.” 

“Too slow. And there’s no justice. Whitey feels guilty, so 
he decides what we need and builds it—like a man builds a 
barn to house his cattle. And in the doin’ of it he gets richer. 
I say a gun’s the way to make you all sit up and take notice.” 

“Legislation by the gun is not new. It only exchanges one 
tyrant for another.” 

“It’s never been tried here.” 

“Come now, you’ve studied history. What good did Hitler 
ever do his people? Or Mussolini? Or Genghis Khan? But 
turn around and look at the passive leaders and what they 
have accomplished. Gandhi freed a nation. Martin Luther 
King freed a race.” 

“Talk! All talk! Ain’t nothin’ gonna change. What did your 
Gandhi and King get for their troubles? A bullet. And what 
have you .. . ” He stopped. 

“Who gave me a crippled body, Nzinga? It wasn’t whitey 
who blew me up.” 
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He looked away. 

“Nzinga, if you choose to fight here today, you will lose 
what you set out to do. All that people will see is a bunch of 
militant blacks who caused a lot of bloodshed. And for no 
reason. You've already accomplished what you intended— 
we're listening, willing to work with you. Now’s the time to 
stop. Otherwise, you'll go to prison—if you live. How can 
you help your people then? You’re a leader, and a leader 
has to know how far to lead. This road you’ve taken leads to 
destruction. The road I follow leads to building. Walk with 
me, Nzinga. All of us working together. We won’t win them 
all, but dead men win nothing.” 

He looked at her thoughtfully for a while. This woman 
had never jived his people. The new kidney machine was 
her doing: She didn’t say “walk with me” because she was 
afraid. And she’d proved she wasn’t going. to toe anyone’s 
line. But this gal’s pluck had got her hurt. And as he watched, 
she looked away. If her complexion had been any color it 
would have been gray. But it was colorless, drained, her lips 
pulled tight against her teeth in a way that gave away the 
hurt she tried to hide. 

“Mrs. Iversen? Are you okay?” 

“Yes. But I would like to get on with this. Nzinga, let’s 
negotiate. How do you want to arrange the terms?” 

“Will you people sit down with a committee of us and go 
over. the plans, listen to us? Make any changes we recom- 
mend?” 

*¥ think when you see how well thought-out it is you 
won’t want to make changes. But if your ideas are workable, 
as I said, then we'll make changes. But we won’t revamp the 
whole concept.” 

“ust pacifyin’ us, is that it?” 

“No. I promise. Please. Please give this up. Now. Let’s 
get it over and done with.” 

“If we walk out, leave our guns behind, are we gonna get 
arrested?” 

“IT. . . no. You won't be arrested.” 

“What about the property damage, the two cops that got 
wounded?” ~ 

“Amnesty, Nzinga.” 

“J have your word on that?” 

“Will the mike reach this far back? Let me call and ask.” 

Leaning over the seat, he switched on the radio for her 
and gave her the microphone as he sat back. 
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“Could I speak to Chief McKinney?” 

“You're all right, Jean?” 

“Yes, Andy. I’m fine.” 

“This is Chief McKinney.” 

“Total amnesty?” 

“Yes,” 

“No arrests?” 

“Right.” — 

“Thank you.” She handed the mike to Nzinga. “Tell them 
how you want to work it. Make the arrangements.” While he 
talked Jean struggled to reposition her body. But it wouldn’t 
move. Her back seemed frozen. 

“Mrs. Iversen, I'li get out now. You can get back to the 
hospital.” . 

She opened her eyes. “No. I’m going home.” 

“Will you take Marty to Mama?’ 

“You bet.” : 

“I appreciate you, Mrs. Iversen.” 

She managed to smile. “Thank you, Nzinga.” 

He nodded. “You take care of yourself, you hear?” 

my will.” 

Nzinga got out and shut the door. She saw him motion to 
someone and saw a small boy run across the muddy no-man’s- 
land. 

Jean smiled expectantly. Then the muck at Marty’s feet 
splattered. The mud all around him splattered, and she 
heard the shots. God! They were shooting at the child! She 
screamed, “No! No!” 

His small body flew sidewise as though he had been lifted 
up. He landed in a heap and lay still. 

Jean was unable to speak. Only deep shaking gasps came 
over the mike. 

Andy realized suddenly that the situation had fallen apart. 
Someone must have told the police sharpshooters to let no one 
approach the car while Jean and Nzinga were talking, and 
like robots the riflemen had cut down a five-year-old. He 
yelled at McKinney, “Keep everybody back! Keep them 
back! Halt the shooting!” 

The chief was already doing so. 

Through binoculars they watched Nzinga kneel beside his 
nephew, saw the officer crouching on the side of the car away 
from the compound, open the door and get in beside Jean. 
Andy saw that she disappeared from sight as he heard the 
policeman tell her to get down. He heard her begin to 
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cry then, though she said nothing, but muffled her tears in 
her coat sleeve. 

Nzinga had picked up the child, held him close, cradled 
him, carried him slowly toward the car. 

“Don’t take that dead child to Jean! You fool! McKinney, 
have Davis intercept!” ee 

There was no time. The black man was at the car, opening 
the door. The policeman positioned himself between Jean and 
the black. 

“He’s all right, Mrs. Iversen. Marty’s all right,” Nzinga 
called. 

Her voice wavered. “Marty?” 

“TI here, Miz Ivsen.” ; 

“Oh, my God! Marty!” ; 

Andy saw the officer lift Jean up into a sitting position as 
she took the child into her open arms. \ 

“TI git you dirty, Miz Ivsen.” 

She laughed and cried both. “Little Marty .. . little 
Marty.” 

Davis got behind the wheel and the big black stood aside 
as the car moved out. Then Nzinga turned back toward the 
compound. 

As Andy watched the car turn and approach slowly through 
the mire, he heard the little boy talking to Jean. 

“When them bullets start to fly I just fell down and played 
possum. I was scared!” 

“You frightened me.” : oe 

“You stop you cryin’ now, Miz Ivsen. Everthin’ gone be 
okay now.” 

“Yes, dear. I will.” But she still cried softly and dabbed 
at her eyes. : 

When the car stopped a few feet away it was surrounded— 
news cameras, reporters, policemen, ambulance attendants. 
Bartel couldn’t get through to Jean. He could only see 
glimpses of her and the mud on her face. He did see the child 
kiss her and run over to where his grandmother waited. That 
caused some people to move to the other side of the car and. 
allowed Andy to get in beside Jean. 

“Jean? How are you?” 

She Jet her head loll back against the niche where the seat 
and window met and didn’t answer him. 

He took her hand but there was no response. 

“Davis, let’s move this thing over to the Medical Center. 


Quickly!” 
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The siren screamed on as the car jolted slowly forward 
through the crowd. The sound of it aroused Jean. She 
looked at him. 

“Andy? Is it really all over? Is everyone all.right?” 

“Yes, dear. It’s over. No one is hurt. But you—how are 
you?” 

“Can you be numb with pain? That’s how I feel.” 

“Let me hold you. Your head’s going to bump there when 
we start to roll.” She allowed him to shift her over and lay 
her head in the curve of his shoulder. 

“Where did you say we were going?” 

“I’m taking you back to the hospital.” 

“Nol! I’ve got to get home!” 

“Later. Just want them to check oat over first.” He took 
his handkerchief and wiped her face. “Bit of mud there.” 

She smiled. “Yes. Oh, Andy, I’m so tired.” 

“I know. I know, dear. Shut your eyes, now. Relax.” 

She felt his other arm go around her and felt his cheek 
against hers. 


Chapter Twenty-Three 


February 13 was a Friday, but no calamity had befallen 
the office by noon, though there was a great deal of joking 
about the possibility. For Jean, it was merely the- welcome 
end of her first week back on the job after a month re- 
cuperating at home. 

Jean’s second trip to the hospital had been for but a day— 
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on that she had been insistent, even if it did mean a solemn 
promise to adhere to instructions: one month’s rest at home, 
and strict obedience to! the regimen of diet and exercise. 
But all of that paled before the joy of a month with her 
children. 

The twins had spent the entire month trailing behind her 
or seated at her feet, knowing, as children do, that if they 
turned their backs she would disappear. Andy had stayed 
only a day, but his daily notes and nonsense gifts made 
each day’s mail a family event. As for the correspondence she 
craved, Joe was still silent. Not a word, message, letter, 
phone call, or flower since December. Two whole months 
without a word. 

Now, as Jean stood in her office with the group who had 
been earnestly discussing a set of plans around the work 
table, a small but commanding figure Boyes at the door. 
An awed silence fell over the group. 

Jean became aware of the elegantly attired woman only 
after the others had already acknowledged her presence. She 
lookd up from the work they’d been intent upon and moved 
away from the stool at the drafting board. Her walk was 
unskillful and stiff after a long time of sitting, but she was 
able to walk with her back straight. The list had disappeared, 
and she hoped the smile with which she greeted the visitor 
would compensate for a limp and lack of grace. 

“Good morning. I’m Jean Iversen. May I help you?” As 
Jean offered her hand, she leaned on the silver-headed cane, 
which the woman appraised with a great deal of. interest. 

“Sara Cohen. May I see you alone, Mrs. Iversen?” It was 
a command. 

“Yes, certainly.” Jean turned and nodded to her co- 
workers, who still stared, as she ushered Mrs. Cohen into 
her private office. “Please sit down. May I offer you a cup 
of coffee, Mrs. Cohen?” 

“I’m not here for coffee. I am a major stockholder in ABC, 
Mrs. Iversen. I’ve been in Europe for the past three months, 
and even there I heard about a woman architect running this 
project. So I came to find out: I see you walk with diffi- 
culty.” 

Jean’s ivory complexion darkened. “Yes. I walk with 
difficulty. But it’s my brain that Bartel hired.” 

“Bartel!” The word expectorated from her mouth. 

Jean sat down and leaned back warily. “What exactly do 
you want from me, Mrs. Cohen?” 
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“Darling, I want to see what you are doing. I want to get 
to know you—as a person. I have much money invested in 
this business. Is it strange that I should take an interest?” 

Jean smiled. “I see. Are you at all familiar with what 
we're doing here?” 

“Some I know.” 

“Some you know—okay.” Pushing the backlog of un- 
dones from her mind, Jean explained the project, showed 
the models, introduced members of the team and offered to 
take Mrs. Cohen to the construction site. 

“Well, it’s quite a project. I’m pleased. I’ve seen enough. 
Now I'll go on and leave you to your business. Thank you 
so much,” 

' Jean walked her to the elevator. 

“Mrs. Iversen, I think I owe you lunch at least for all the 
inconvenience I’ve caused you this morning.” 

“It was our pleasure. You owe nothing. And please come 
again.” 

“You don’t eat tunch?” ' 

“Well, yes, ma’am, I do.” Jean hesitated. She felt intim- 
idated by the unusual couturier-attired woman. 

“Then come.” Sara Cohen looked back to the secretary, 
who carried a stack of papers into the inner office. “Bring 
Mrs. Iversen’s coat and bag.” 

Margie looked for authority to Jean, who shrugged 
and nodded. e 

A white chauffeur-driven Rolls ferried them across town 
to the Galleria area and Tony’s restaurant, and Jean’s curi- 
osity continued to grow. 

At lunch, Sara Cohen was gracious to the point of over- 
compensating. “We have business out of the way. Now we'll 
enjoy ourselves. I miss conversing with American women—at 
least those with brains. Have you wintered in the south of 
France, Jean?” 

“Actually, I’ve never been to the south of France, Mrs. 
Cohen.” 

; “Sara! Mrs. Cohen sounds ancient. And how old are you, 
ean?” 

“Twenty-eight. Nearly twenty-nine.” 

“I would have thought under twenty-five. And how old 
would you say I am?” Her gray eyes waited expectantly. 

Jean cleared her throat. “I’ve never been too good at age-~ 
guessing, but I’d say you are about the same age I am.” 

a tried not to let her elation show, but her hands 
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preened the dark hair done up in a shining waves and twisted. 
in the back. “I won’t tell sik but Pll say this—you’ve won 
a friend for life.” 

Jean smiled, relieved that she’d understated by ten years 
wine she actually thought. “Sara, this filet is wonderful.” iM 

“More wine, Jean?” 

“No. Dll have to get back to work—the Bartels might not 
appreciate a drunken architect.” 

Sara watched her closely while they ate, and Jean had 
an uneasy feeling that she was being auditioned. They 
discussed the ballet and a new concert series and Jean 
managed to pretend that she had time for a social life. 

“[m giving a small dinner party tonight. I realize that it 
is short notice, but I’d very much like you to come. It’s a 
valentine motif—to see my old friends and find out how 
they fared over the winter. Would you be able to come?” 

‘T’d love to. Valentine’s Day has always been sort of 
special to me.” 

“I'll be wearing a wonderful new outfit that Pucci designed 
for me in Rome. White velvet pajamas with a red heart 
made of ruby chips.” 
~ “Sounds lovely.” 

Sara took out a gold pen similar to the one that Andy 
carried and wrote in a small notebook. “Before I forget, here 
is the address. Why don’t you come early—say six-thirty. 
There are some things T’d like to discuss with you before the 
other guests come.’ 

“Fine. I’m looking forward to it.” Jean glanced at the 
address, “This is River Oaks, isn’t it?” 

“Yes. Are you familiar with it?” 

“I'll find it.” River Oaks—yes, Jean knew River Oaks. 
No one who lived in Houston could be unaware of the lush 
wooded estates with their great manor houses and gently 
curving driveways filled with silver Cadillacs and low-slung 
sports cars, all suitably hidden from prying eyes by great 
oaks and azaleas. The gentle expansive Southern atmosphere 
of the sprawling grounds and huge homes made one forget 
where the money that had originally bought them came from. 


Before Jean got back to her office, she had managed to 
reveal a good portion of her life history to the inquisitive 
Mrs. Cohen. 

As Jean walked into her office, she was surprised to see 
Andy sitting. behind her desk rocking back and forth in 
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the new leather chair that had been specially made for her 
when she came back to work. Jean realized he was waiting 
for her with an odd look of amusement in his eyes. 

“T take it Sara Cohen found you?” 

“Yes. Did you see her?” 

“No. I ducked out.” 

“You know her?” 

“Know her?” He Jaughed. “You might say that I’m 
acquainted with her.” ; 

“She’s a beautiful woman. Very self-assured, isn’t she?” 

He laughed again. “Yes, Sara Cohen is emphatically self- 
assured. Let me see—she asked your age, you had to guess 
hers, and if you were smart you hedged a bit there. Then 
she asked you if you were familiar with kosher food.” 

“Why yes—all but the kosher food.” 

“She didn’t get to that? She will next time. What age did 
you give the old girl?” 

“Twenty-eight.” . 

He nearly collapsed. “I know she loves you!” 

“What’s so funny?” 

“Sara Cohen is fifty-five.” 

“You're joking!” - 

“No.” F 

“Yd never have dreamed it.” 

“Did she give you a hard time about the project?” 

“Not too bad. She’s a big investor?” 

“Very much so. But I don’t think that’s why she was 
here, actually.” 

“Qh?” 

“Jean, Sara Cohen is my mother.” 

Her features froze. “Andy! I didn’t know that! But she 
couldn’t be! She looks too young. And you look nothing 
like her, except maybe the color of your eyes. And what 
about her name?” 

“Sara just polished off number four.” 

“Oh well, there’s one way you're alike—you're both crafty! 
Why didn’t you pick up the phone and warn me?” 

“And spoil Mother’s little fun? What kind of son would I 
be? Besides, I was hiding. My mother is a pain in the ass.” 

“Andy! But you know I had never realized that you were 
Jewish.” 

He looked at her sharply. “Does it matter?” 

“You know me well enough by now to figure the answer to 
that.” 
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He ruffled the hair at her neck. “S’pose I do, old girl.” 
“I guess I'll get my first taste of kosher food tonight.” 
“Oh?”. nae: 
- . “Didn’t I mention it? Sara asked me to a dinner party. Will 
you be there?” 

“Good old Sara. Yes, Vil manage to be there. What 
time?” 

“I think around seven or seven-thirty, but—” 

“Shall I pick you up?” 

“No thanks. I’ve made arrangements.” 

He winked. “See you later. Got to run now.” 

“Bye.” Jean found hefself wondering why she’d turned 
down a free ride when it meant not having to drive. Oh well. 
The new little Audi was a dream to drive, and Sara for 
some reason wanted to talk in private. The phone rang then 
and Jean’s mind raced back to the job. 


Sara Cohen opened the door herself, since she was sure it 
would be Jean. She looked the tall young woman over 
approvingly. 

“Jean, darling, so pretty. Oh, I love your dress. Garnet- 
red velvet—it’s almost the color of your hair. What a lovely 
girl you are. Come in, ‘come in. It’s not supposed to be this 
cold in Houston. Do you think it will snow? Leave your coat 
here. — 

“Sit down, Jean.” Sara indicated the sofa by the fire. 

The room-was a formal one with gold-framed family 
pictures scattered among the rows of shelved books. 

Sara sat down beside Jean and lit a-cigarette. “I have a 
confession to make. Yesterday at your office I was snooping.” 

“I know. Andy finally told me you are his mother.” 

“And where was he?’ She shook her head, not really 
expecting an answer. “That’s part of my sad story I wanted 
to tell you. It’s about a foolish woman, darling. One who 
decided to behave like a mother too late. After I tell you, I 
hope you'll be able to understand and forgive my snooping.” 
She studied Jean’s face carefully. “Such a lovely guileless 
woman you are. I think I see why-my son cares for you.” 

<“But—" 

“No. Some things a mother knows. And I hear many 
things—my son is well known in Europe. So, let me tell you. 
I was never a mother. I loved, but I was young and had a 
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life to live. So I Jeft the boy and my husband alone. We di- 
vorced. I didn’t care. It had been an arranged marriage. I 
actually didn’t realize my son had been affected until he was 
aman. He is very quiet, you know. And always has been. 
But the brooding, the bitterness, the cynical man you see 
today was not there eleven years ago. That’s when he changed 
his name. Until then he was Noah Andrew Rosenberg Bar- 
telman. Andrew was a middle name. Anyway, until that time, 
eleven years ago, my son had never lost. Everything he ever 
wanted he had—the brains, the family, the money. That is, 
everything except his mother. He hates women, you know. 
Are you aware of this? 

“I see all this as I look back. He was a tall lanky boy. I 
was very proud of him. Rhodes Scholar, Phi Beta Kappa, 
very bright—he entered Harvard at sixteen. ‘He excelled at 
everything he ever undertook. Had you known him then . . . 
When he finished law school he was only twenty-three: He 
became the family lawyer and married into the Goldstein 
family of New York. He didn’t love Elishba, but he cared 
for her and he was aware that it would be a good move. I’m 
sure it sounds cold, but often arrangements such as his pro- 
duce good marriages. They had a son right away. Noah Ja- 
cob Bartelman ... the dearest child...” Her face crum- 
pled. “My. grandson was blond with his mother’s lovely brown 
eyes and her beauty, though he had the same intensity about 
anything he undertook as his father always had. Jacob was 
three when—by this time Noah was also working for Fred, 
and he traveled a lot, at the time he was somewhere in 
Arabia. He had made a rule—I suppose because of his own 
childhood—that either he or Elishba would always be in 
town with Jacob. I was going to New York for the spring 
showings, and for a diversion Elishba decided to go, and to 
see her family. She was young. It was bitter cold, and we left 
Jacob with a new nurse. He took sick and no treatment could 
be given until a parent was available to sign a release—we 
hadn’t thought to give the nurse such permission. Spinal 
meningitis. Jacob died. ay 

Sara cried and took the hands that Jean extended to her. 
Her speech. was barely coherent as she continued. “He might 
have died anyway, but the delay . . . planes were not as fast 
then. Noah went berserk. He’s never spoken to Elishba since. 
He’s barely civil to me. Of course, Elishba’s heart was as 
broken as his, but . . . He changed his name and had an 
operation to ensure that Pd never be a grandmother again. 
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I paid for psychiatrists. I threatened to disinherit him, but he 
eventually divorced Elishba—in Las Vegas. I realized then 
that I would lose him. So, when he came to me for money 
to found his company, I gave him all of it—the Bartelman 
trust, too. 

“I won't tell you about his father. There’s been enough 
dreariness for tonight, and I am to blame for all of it. I gave 
birth to Noah, but: by neglect and willfulness, I transformed 
my child into the crippled man. you see today .. . Andy 
Bartel. God forgive me.” 

- For the moment, the woman’s sobs were uncontrollable, 
but Sara quickly regained herself and looked up at the young 
woman whose tear-filled eyes reflected a glow from the fire. 

“You would be good for him, and I understand you have 
sons to give him . . . but please, don’t hurt. him. He’s had 
enough pain. I don’t think he could stand to lose someone 
else he loved, again. I don’t know what it would do to him. 
But I guess you’ve known some loss too, darling.” 

The door opened quietly. “Mrs. Cohen, Mr. Noah’s car is 
here.” 

“Noah? Coming here?” - __ 

“I told him about the party—is it all right?” 

“But he was sent an invitation a week ago and he declined 
through his secretary. Jean, he mustn’t know of our talk. 
Go out through these doors and tour the gardens and dry 
your eyes. I'll. go upstairs.” Sara’s wits returned and she 
paused at the hall door. 

“Oh, but it’s too cold for that—wait!” 

Jean had already gone outside and shut the glass doors. 
The long dress helped against the cold, and an overwhelming 
sadness gave her footsteps a heavier staccato than usual. She 
leaned heavily on the cane and walked the fieldstone paths 
of the illuminated formal gardens. Evergreen azaleas were 
ready to break out in spasms of color, but the budded flowers 
brought no warmth. The dark regret that hung over the whole 
estate evoked in Jean a melancholy mood. She sat on a bench 
and cried as though the grief here were her own. 

The butler opened the front door just as Andy was about 
to use his key. “Garfield. How are you? Is Mrs. Iversen here 
yet? Where is my mother?” 

“Mrs. Cohen is upstairs, sir. I think Mrs. Iversen is tour- 
ing the gardens. It’s good to see you again. Been a long time.” 

“Thank you. You're looking well, Garfield. In the gardens, 
you say? But here’s her coat.” 
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“Yes, sir. I was to put it away, but we’ve been busy in the 
back.” 

Andy frowned and picked up the coat. When he found 
Jean he seemed angered that she was crying. She jerked 
guiltily when he spoke. . 

“Is your back acting up?” 

Jean wiped at her eyes. “No.” 

He placed the coat around her shoulders and sat down. 
“Then my mother has been telling you my life story.” 

“Ves,” ‘ 

He stood up angrily. “I wish she hadn’t told you!” 

“Why?” 

“Quite frankly, it’s none of your business.” 

“Is that it? Or is it because it hurts more when you're 
aware that other people know?” 

His eyes were furious. when he turned to look at her. 
“That, too, is none of your goddam business!” 

The look she gave back to him was gentle. 

He sighed. “Dammit, I’m sorry, Jean.” He sat down again 
and held her hand. “All you’ve gone through, and I seldom 
saw you cry .. . until you cry for my old sorrow that I’ve 
long forgotten. You're a strange one.” 

Jean let the cane clatter to the pavement and put her arms 
around him. “Andy...” ; 

“Now why are you going at it again?” He took out his 
handkerchief and handed it to her. ; 

“Because, Andy, you carry a hurt around with you that a 
cane or surgery can’t correct.” 

He held her and silently caressed the hair about her shoul- 
ders. Finally he spoke. “I wish I could learn to carry it as 
gracefully as you do yours.” 

Jean pulled back and looked at him. “Andy, I—” 

“Hush now.” He took the hanky from her and patted her 
face. “When will you learn that you can’t cry for every- 
body? You have enough of your own.” 

She smiled and ducked her head at his chiding. 

“Foolish girl, I suppose you'll bleed all your life for 
others, won’t you?” He ceased speaking and leaned forward 
to kiss her. 

Jean went willingly into his arms, trying in her own way 
to kiss away the hurt. 

“Jean—that’s the first time you’ve ever returned my kiss, 
Does—” 
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“Please hold me close. Kiss me again. Let’s forget all our 
losses and all our tears.” 

His mouth took hers hungrily, savagely, almost violently. 

Confusion wrinkled her forehead when she pulied away. 
She touched her lips. “Andy? You hurt me.” 

He looked shocked. “I... Jean...” He got up and 
hurried away. 

She watched him go in through the glass doors of the li- 
brary. He paced the room, lit a cigar, paused to look at var- 
ious pictures. Then he went into another room and was gone. 
She didn’t see him leave. 

Jean picked up the cane and looked at it. The sight of it 
made her ill. At that moment the wretched thing symbolized 
her whole life. In the house, she slipped her arms into the 
sleeves of her new cashmere coat and found her purse, which 
was still on the sofa. Taking a pen and notebook from it, 
she wrote a note to Mrs. Cohen. Then she left quietly through 
the glass doors. 

Her small apartment seemed the only warm lighted spot 
on earth. Everything outside was an empty darkness that 
threatened to overpower her. Jean hurriedly got ready for 
bed and brushed her hair as briskly as her back would per- 
mit. At sight of her children’s pictures on the dresser she 
stopped and picked them up, kissing each happy little face. 
A new flood of tears threatened, but she denied them, swal- 
lowed them back. She thought of the children. And Karl. - 
Andy. Her back. Mostly, she wondered about Joe Devereaux. 
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Chapter Twenty-Four 


On the last Satarday morning of February Jean felt lonely 
and wished she were with the family up home. At least the 
silence of the construction office and the lulling plink-plank 
of the rain against the steel roof brought a solace of their 
own. No phones, no banging and yelling and booming, no ten 
people needing approval at once. Only a muddy lot and wet 
girders raising skeletal arms to the sky. 

Memories clamored while the outside world was still. When 
she tried to think of the bill of material she was waiting to 
check out her thoughts kept skipping back to Joe. His image 
streaked cometlike across her mind, a meteor that for her 
must be viewed from across two voids—her life and his. 

She dialed the phone and listened to ringing a world away 
in East Texas. Finally she released it. Neva and the boys 
would be gone to town to buy groceries and then to little 
Bev Gilbert’s birthday party, and then home, tired. She 
should be there to bathe them and feed them and put them 
to bed. Then she would hug them close on either side of her 
while she made up a tale for them. Later, she and Neva 
would make a big Sunday dinner—baking pies, mixing dress- 
ing for the hen, and talking about everything. 

The moody whine of a loaded semi at the gate popped 
the dream bubble. Jean put on her rain gear and walked out- 
side. The truck was already in position beside the cherry 
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picker, and the operator began earning his double time swing- 
ing the giant girders into stacks. 

Rodrigues had arranged for the operator to be there, and 
it was by accident that Jean had learned of the Saturday 
delivery. The discovery had made her suspicious, tangled as 
it was with unanswered questions and odd circumstances. 

_ She stood back shivering and attempted running the puz- 
zie through her mind again, hoping there was something she 
was overlooking—something that would put a clear light on 
the incidents that were too involved to be accidents. 

Because of the weather the slab pour had been delayed, 
and so Friday she had taken a look at the steel-beam X-rays, 
her second check since they’d begun erection—they were now 
up to the third story of the structure. Jean hadn’t been able 
fo oversee any of the inspections or to examine the mill 
reports, and Jack had insisted she stay away from the con- 
struction until she was not in danger of tripping over her own 
feet. 

She had obeyed and still wouldn’t have known of the 
problem if the X-ray man hadn’t given her a glance last week. 
She had been sitting at a desk out front in the construction 
office going over the erection schedule. When the tadiog- 
rapher had come in Jack had looked up with a funny. ex- 
pression and silenced the man. But before the radiographer 
had left with Jack, he gave Jean a look that said, “Open your 
eyes, lady!” 

She had done so. She had stood by the windows and 
watched as he and Jack argued, and the engineer must have 
won. Jack came in and immediately went back to the work 
they'd been going over before. She knew enough not to ask 
him anything. 

At lunch she found the X-ray man and arranged to meet 
him after five. 

“Mrs. Iversen, I think the best thing is for me to show you 
what’s going on rather than tell you. Maybe you know al- 
ready. I don’t think so, though.” 

She closed the door to his shack and watched as he put 
several X-rays on the viewer. 

“Ma’am, look at this weld, now. See? It’s full of porosity. 
And this one.” He pointed to another X-ray. “The welder 
couldn’t seem to tie in to his base metal; incomplete pene- 
tration along the whole splice. Mrs. Iversen, I’ve seen prob- 
lems like this before, and I simply report my findings to the 
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weld supervisor and he corrects them. But on this job every- 
one jumps on me when I bring up the problems. They say, 
‘It'll pass inspection,’. or ‘We ain’t building a watch.’ I’ve 
worked with most of these fellers before. They’re a good 
bunch of welders. But it’s not just one or two having trouble. 
Everyone is having it. I think we should have some tests run, 
you know?” 

“Yes. I think so too. But. I wonder how this has been 
allowed to continue. Have you ever noticed Jack and the 
government engineer looking at the X-rays?” 

“They just give them a quick look-see and sign them off.” 

“It could be so many things. It’s hard to pin down. Does 
the inspector check the weld rod as it comes onto the site 
—and as it’s being used?” 

“I’ve never noticed him over there.” 

“Well, maybe we’ve just got some runs of bad steel.” . 

“Lady, we musta got a whole shipload of bad steel. Ever 
since we started the second story it’s been this way.” 

“We have bad welds, and an inspector, a weld supervisor, 
and a company engineer, all pretending the problem doesn’t 
exist. What do you think?” 

He shrugged. “Seems to me somebody’s trying to cover 
something up.” 

“Let’s just sit tight. Steel for the next two stories is sup- 
posed to be arriving next week, and I want to check that ma- 
terial before we make a move. Also we’re expecting a new 
shipment of weld rod in the next couple days.” 

By the following Friday Rodrigues had seemed edgy, and 
he’d been watching her.. He and Jack Belen had huddled 
often with the government inspector. All this Jean chose to 
ignore,. along with the knowledge that even though steel sup- 
plies were depleted, there hadn’t been the expected shipment. 
The weld rod had come in at night, though she wasn’t sup- 
posed to know about that. ; 

The main question went deeper than the unholy trio. 
These men seemed to be in collusion with some unnamed 
factor. Fred Bartel? Right now Fred was in Corpus and had 
been for the last two weeks, hashing out a fabricating-plant 
contract. Andy? He, too, was gone, but it was increasingly 
evident that he wielded more power with the company than 
he wanted to admit to. How much? He had access to many 
sources as lawyer for ABC. Had he worked a side deal on 
his own? One thing was clear. The project director would get 
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the ax if something failed; and fail it would, along with the 
project, if this kept up. 

So here she was checking things on a Saturday morning. 
She went up to the truck driver as the last of the beams came 
off the trailer, and took the bill of lading he handed her. 
“How many more loads are coming in today?” 

“Ten. I’m on my way back to the yard jest soon as this’n’s 
unloaded. Two trucks more loadin’ right now.” 

“Where did you say?” 

“The fabricatin’ yard—you know—over on Navigation?” 

“You didn’t come from the docks?” 

He looked at her as though she were the typical dumb 
female. He said very patiently, “No, ma’am. I didn’t come 
from no docks. I come from the yard. Over on Navigation.” 

“Who was supposed to inspect this material today?” 

“Where you been, lady? Don’t need no inspector.” 

“Apparently that’s the way it’s been—but no more. Don’t 
bring any more steel today. We aren’t going to accept it if 
you do.” She turned toward the operator and signaled for 
him to shut down. When he got off the machine she asked 
him to wait around until the truck left. — ; 

The driver cursed under his breath about how the team- 
sters ought to wildcat against Bartel until someone with 
some: sense took over. the reins. 

‘The humor of it brought a welcome and tension-breaking 
laugh.to the operator and Jean. 

“Well, Mr. Cherry Picker Man. Can you work with a 
cutting torch?” 

“T reckon I can do a little bit of just about anything.” 

“Could you burn me off two or three test coupons from 
this material? I’d like you to cut it from flanges.” 

“IT reckon you better show me what you’re talking about.” 

While he followed her instructions, Jean went back to the 
office and began studying the mill CTRs and inspections on 
the steel. Everything appeared to be in order—naturally! 

Outside again, the operator proudly presented the small 
squares of steel and she accepted them so graciously that it 
was no problem. persuading him to climb the stairs to the 
scaffolding and pick up small pieces of scrap trimmed off 
during erection. His last favor was to accompany her to the 
tod shack and carry samples from each oven to her car. She 
rewarded him with a memo to the bookkeeper arranging for 
a full day’s double-time pay. 
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After a call to the lab, she dropped all the items off at the 
university for testing. 

Her duty was done. She headed the Audi toward home. 
Regretfully she thought of Arab and how good it would be to 
tide wild and free, with the cold raindrops brushing across 
her face: But maybe in-a month or two she’d be able to do 
that which was her steam valve—and did she need to let off 
steam! 


Monday, Jean had stopped by the lab to pick up the report 
before she came into the office and settled behind her desk. 
Margie. could see the pressure in tense lines around Jean’s 
‘mouth. The secretary set down the coffee and left quietly, 
her presence not even acknowledged by her employer, whose 
total involvement was in a typed report. 

When the door shut Jean looked up, saw the coffee, and 
took it as she stood up to begin an unrhythmical pace of the 
office. ; 

How to proceed? First priority: pull down the second 
story and part of the third—it would cost a heap. Cost margin 
and bonuses would be shot to hell. Goddam those stupid 
s.0.b.s! Where is a man’s truth when he’ll see a piece of shit 
go up instead of a work of .art—which a building should be— 
even if it was a project for a “bunch of niggers to tear down,” 
as Rodrigues had often phrased it, always when she was 
within hearing. It was his way of letting the wind out of her 
sails; of saying the project she cared so much about amounted 
to nothing. 

She pushed the intercom button. “Margie, send: for Rod- 
rigues, Belen and Dominey. I want them here within thirty 
minutes and Pll take no excuses.” 

“Yes, ma’am!” 

Jean was out of her office when the men were ushered in. 
She appeared at her secretary’s desk and flippped on the inter- 
com to see if she could pick up something from their talk. 

The drift of their conversation was that they would stick 
together, and that “the broad” didn’t stand a chance—not 
when “the wheels” were on their side. That was what Jean 
wanted to know—whether the approval came from someone 
higher up. 

-She switched off the intercom and went into her office. 

All three men remained seated. She expected them to stand 
out of courtesy for her as their superior, as they would have 
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stood for Fred or Andrew Bartel. Their rudeness made her 
sharp. 

“Bring it down to the first story.” 

“Jean, you’re out of your mind?” That from Belen. 

“No, Jack. You are, if you think that skeleton will with- 
stand winds of more than eighty miles an hour.” 

“The wind in Houston don’t never get that high!” - 

“Really, Mr. Rodrigues?” 

“That's right!” He looked.to the others for support and 
got it. 

“Jean, we need that steel that was due in Saturday. When 
I called Daley Trucking they said you’d refused delivery.” 

“That’s right. I had some samples tested over the weekend, 
and gentlemen, would you believe only one in five met the 
tequirements of the specified material? And I rather think 
you knew it. But I’ve got no time to muse over how the mill 
teports came to say otherwise.” She straightened her shoul- 
ders. “I want that steel pulled down.” 

“We can’t do that.” 

“Don’t suppose you’d tell me who gives you your orders?” 

“No!” 

“It will come down.” 

“No way!” 

“Mr. Rodrigues...” 

She didn’t finish. He left abruptly with a door slam. 

Belen got to his feet. “Jean, you’ve got to understand. A 
little so-called bad steel is nothing to get uptight about. It 
will still withstand working stresses.” 

“Jack, maybe you really feel that way. Or perhaps you 
can bypass your conscience. I can’t. No job—including the 
one I now hold—is important enough for me to have my 
name connected with a half-ass job. And Jack, don’t you 
care about our factor of safety? What about overload condi- 
tions, a hurricane, perhaps?” 

“Tf I thought that steel was unsafe I would agree. But I 
think you’re jumping in for no reason here, Jean. It’s not like 
it was an office building.” 

“You’re right about that! Many more lives are involved 
here—thousands of families!” She paced, controlling her 
anger by clenching her teeth on it until she could throw out 
her .orders clearly. “Jack, it will come down. Dismantling 
begins tomorrow, seven a.m. Like it or drag up. Because if it 
doesn’t start coming down tomorrow one of us won’t be here 
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by eight o’clock. And I won’t leave without a helluva fight.” 
. “Lady, neither will I! You think because your big tits got 
you this job you can play boss lady for real. Stop kidding 
yourself—Ms. Token!” Belen spewed out the last word as he 
flew out the door, followed by the government inspector, 
who had not as yet said a word. 

Jean sat down to buzz Margie. When she reached for the 
intercom switch her breasts brushed against the desk. She 
had been so angry that only then did she glow pale scarlet 
over Belen’s last remark, and the terrible thought that she 
‘might indeed be their token woman replaced the embarrass- 
ment with the chalk white of terror. 

“You rang, Jean?” 

Jean’s voice was at first subdued, but it strengthened as 
she gave her instructions and as an inner voice whispered to 
her, Give ’em hell, Token! 

“Marsie, make copies—ten—of these reports. Staple them 
and. get one off to Fred, one to Andy, one to the good 
inspector’s superiors. I’ll be dictating letters to go with each 
while you’re doing that. I want a couple of copies on my 
desk and the rest in the files for the next board meeting. And 
I need a cup of coffee desperately, please.” 

Margie was relieved to see the lady smile when she re- 
ceived the coffee. 

She’d finished dictating and Margie was typing the letters 
when the call came in. 

“Jean?” : 

“Well. I was curious to see which one of you Bartels it 
would be. I must say! This sets some kind of communications 
record. Twenty-three minutes!” 

“You know why I’m calling?” 

“Tt isn’t too difficult to figure out, Andrew.” 

“Have you talked to Fred?” 

“I was waiting to see who was behind it.” 

“So you think I’m deus ex machina again?” 

“Exactly.” 

“Belen and Rodrigues babbled quite a bit. What is your 
version of all this?” 

“Where did you get this steel, Andrew? Lab tests show 
we're using some second-rate material.” 

“Why do you think you’re supposed to attend to every 
little detail?” 

“This is not a little detail. And correct me if I’m wrong, 
but did you not personally appoint me project director?” 
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“Yes. But you’ve begun to step on too many toes.” 

“Andrew, I'll step on heads as well as toes to see that it’s 
built the way it was designed. You know we cut steel by 
twenty-five percent on the basis of a better grade to—” 

“Jean, this is the finest Japanese steel.” 

“Well, it is Japanese, and the CTRs say it’s A572, but 
fine? I have a private test report on that fine steel. It passes 
every test—as ordinary structural-grade material, an A36 per- 
haps. But it’s not the high-strength steel that was specified. 
You bought it up from a mill as scrap, didn’t you? That low- 
grade steel may have been fine for the first design—but not 
for the one we’re using now. Did you really think you could 
get away with using this stockpiled steel? And that sorry 
weld rod! What salvage yard did you find that rod in? The 
report I have here indicates the rod has been wet sometime 
in its long life and should have been destroyed. Really, Bartel! 
The irony is I might not even have caught the poor grade of 
steel if it hadn’t been for that lousy weld rod!” She hesitated, 
decided not to mention the radiographer who'd initiated her 
investigating, since it might cost him his job. 

“As usual I’m not getting anywhere with you on the phone. 
Buy a new dress and I'll pick you up at eight for dinner.” 

“It should be interesting. Have a nice flight.” She slammed 
down the phone. 

“Buy a new dress! Of course! All you have to do to get a 
woman in line is to let her get prettied up and buy her 
baubles and she’ll do just as she’s told!” 

“Did you call me, Jean?” The secretary opened the door 
and peeked in. 

“No. But Pm going to be out for the rest of the day. Got 
to buy a new dress!” 

The secretary shrugged and watched Jean slam out of the 
office. 

A new dress, eh? A new dress! Can you imagine him telling 
a male employee to go buy a new suit! Jean raged to herself. 
But women, like inferior steel, crack under stress! 

At Neiman’s Jean hunted for just the right very expensive 
dress. Royal purple, because he seemed to favor that color. 
A knit. Nice and clingy. Bit of décolletage. Pll play your 
game, Andrew. 

It was all worth it. The adversary, suave individual that he 
was, was jolted when he saw her as the door opened. 

“My God, Jean! You’re out to bedazzle the enemy?” 

She grinned. “You know it.” 
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He took her hand. “Stunning! My color! Now how can I 
fire you when you look like this?” 

She picked up her new cashmere coat and handed it to 
him. “It’s all in my plans, you know. I took you at your word, 
old boy.” 

As they drove, Andy looked at Jean in the dim light. He 
shook his head and pushed in the lighter, taking a slender 
cigar from the case. “I’ve set myself up for the kill.” 

She merely smiled. “And where is our little battle of the 
sexes to take place?” 

“I’ve reserved an intimate room at Le Pavillon.” 

“How intimate?” 

“Not enough to suit me.” 

She didn’t answer. 

As they wound their way out Memorial Drive, Andy’s 
voice sounded the tiniest bit piqued. “I am rather shocked, 
Jean. I never thought you would use your sex against this 
poor helpless male.” 

“Remember when the smoke of battle clears and I stand 
victorious—it was you who fired the first volley.” 

“How did I do that?” 

* “Buy a new dress, Jean. 

“Hmm. I see. So now you’re on your guard?” 

“Yep.” 

“I don’t stand a chance.” 

“That’ll be the day.” 

Dinner had been preordered anda frosty cocktail—a mai 
tai for her, martini for him-—awaited them as they sat in 
huge thronelike Queen Anne chairs covered in deep-blue 
satin. The table was set with gold plate on pale-blue damask. 
A multi-candled crystal chandelier hung low overhead, its 
Austrian prisms aglow with the rainbowed. light of the can- 
dles and of the fire in the marble hearth nearby. They sat 
squared off across the table from each other. Jean lifted a 
glass to him. 

“As always, Andy, I’m impressed.” 

“Point one for me—though you're still ahead.” He took 
her hand. “Jean, it is good to see you. You’re devastating 
tonight. The walk is better, too.” 

“Thank you for noticing both items.” 

“I notice everything about you, love. First peek you’ve 
allowed me of the ample curvature. I’d about decided it was 
all padding.” He laughed gleefully as she blushed despite her 
effort not to. 
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“Always the bad little boy standing at your shoulder, 
Bartel!” 

“Better than the inane wittle winged beings flitting about 
you—putting terrible suggestions in your pretty head about 
me and your co-workers.” 

“You mean your cohorts?” 

“Jean, tearing out that steel, is it really necessary?” 

“The design is based on using fifty-psi steel—-and dry rod.” 

“Then too, I hate to lose Jack and Rodrigues. They’ve 
been with Bartel a long time.” 

“They can stay. My quarrel is with the steel, not indi- 
viduals.” 

’ “And the government inspector, Jean. We don’t want to 
make them unhappy. We don’t need the notoriety that could 
involve.” - 

There was no answer. Her fingers made designs in the 
condensation on her glass. 

His voice became brusque. “ABC, which owns Bartel, has 
instructed me to give you this.” He handed a black box 
across the table and she dutifully took it. 

The box held a diamond chain necklace and earrings. Her 
untrained appraisal set it at about fifty thousand dollars’ 
worth of ornamentation. 

He expected her reaction, though he hadn’t anticipated the 
grieved look. She wouldn’t even glance at him, but shut the 
case and gently pushed it back across the table with her 
fingertips. 

“Andy... you're...” 

“Just a messenger, Jean.” 

“You have a great deal of influence. You could help me. 
But you’re on the take, too, aren’t you?” 

pleat. 

“Since you do their dirty work for them maybe you'd 
better do the safest thing and have me done in. Hire a hit 
man for them, Bartel.” She looked at him and he had paled. 

“Bit of melodrama there?” His voice had a rough edge to 
it. “Who is this ‘them’?” He finished his martini and swal- 
lowed the olive. He remembered with a grimace that he 
hated olives. 

“I wish I knew who ‘them’ was—is. I’m getting some heavy 
vibes about you that I don’t like. I'll make it as easy as 
possible. There’s no way Ill have any part in constructing 
a cheap building when thousands of lives are at stake. But I 
am curious. How far up does it go? In the government 
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bureaucracy, I mean. I know your government engineer 
is in on it. He’d have to be blind or stupid to ignore those 
X-rays. And our engineer, Belen—is he on the take or just 
scared? Jack is like flotsam—he goes with the tide. But you 
... Big Bad Bartel . . . ” She pierced his eyes with the 
disappointment in hers until he looked away. 

Her voice was just above a whisper. “Well, it appears the 
game is stacked against me.” 

“Never stopped you yet.” 

“Not this time either.” 

He reached over and took her hand. As he expected, she 
was shaking. “Scaring hell out of you again, aren’t we?” 

“Yes.” She looked down. 

“Going to cry?” 

“Go to hell!” 

He laughed. Wine was brought and a truce was called 
while they served themselves from a buffet laden with tall 
silver candelabra and sterlingware and a rich choice of 
French dishes. 

For the moment Jean forgot her work problems and con- 
centrated her total attention on appeasing her unfed body 
with the salmi de faison. The pheasant was delicious, and 
Bartel’s granite face eased into smiles as he’ watched her 
enjoy the meal. 

After the péches ninon he rang a silver bell and the table 
was hurriedly cleared. Then he got out his panatela and 
paused before he lit it. ' 

“Jean, you don’t understand the construction business. 
This is standard procedure throughout the industry. We have 
to pay big to get contracts, and in order to make money 
we have to cut down somewhere to pay the graft.” 

“Yd buy that, except that in this instance you had plenty 
of leeway in the savings from the design changes.” 

“We had to pay for that privilege, too.” 

“Do you enjoy all this?” 

“Stupid question.” He set torch to the cigar. : 

“Stupid business practices! Bartel, Pll talk on your level!” 

He bristled and reared back in his chair, crossing his 
legs with his body sideways to the table. His glare was 
high-voltage. 

“Andrew, this is the last big urban project for at least ten 
years. The government has changed directions. You pull out 
of your graft commitments, tell them you’ve decided to build 
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sound buildings, and they can lump it if they don’t like it. 
What’s to lose?” 

“Government contracts all over the world.” 

“Nonsense! Andrew,.as long as a Republican is in office 
there will be very little government expenditure on building 
—anywhere. The emphasis is on holding the line.” 

“Did you ever hear of the Alaska pipeline?” 

ONG 

“We have a sizable piece of that.” 

“Contracts already negotiated and signed?” 

“Ves.” 

“You sound on your political donations?” 

“Yes!” He grew weary of her questions. 

“This won’t affect Alaska. It would look too suspicious to. 
hit Bartel on two fronts, and they know how powerful ABC 
is. Then, too, much of your building is under contract 
to foreign governments. I noticed on the world map the other 
day innumerable pins in the Mideast alone. Andy, I really 
don’t think they can do a thing to hurt Bartel Construction 
Company.” 

“Quite the ecopolitical analyst, aren’t you?” 

She shrugged and drank from the champagne he’d just 
poured. 

“It’s your decision. I realize I’m but a small cog in a 
mighty big wheel. If you decide I have to go, I’ll go. But if I 
stay, you know what to expect.” 

“Why did I hire you!” 

“You tell me.” 

“At this moment I can’t imagine.” 

“T can leave by the same door I entered. But whenever I 
leave this company you can bet it will be with my integrity.” 

“Oh, I’m sure.” He sighed and stubbed out his cigar, then 
tefilled their glasses. “What do we do, then?” He hunched 
forward, his elbows on the table. 

“Andy; let’s do what’s right.” 

He studied his champagne glass, sipped from it, studied it 
some more. Finally, he nodded. “But Jean, this doesn’t mean 
I’m changing what I am.” 

“Andy, what you ‘are’ is not my affair. I’m not an 
evangelist. And I never have been. I just know what 
works for me, and I know what I have to do to survive. 
And don’t ever again try to make me a party to your. tactics. 
Please?” 
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“Who says they’re my tactics?” 

- “At the least, you consented.” , 

He shrugged and managed to smile at her as he refilled his 
glass: 

Jean then felt safe to admire the diamonds, as she’d wanted 
to do all along. She picked up the case and opened it and the 
candlelight hit the jewels, causing an explosion of color 
within each stone. 

“Andy, they're so beautiful . .. so beautiful...” 

“Keep them.” 

She smiled. “No.” 

“Out of curiosity, I'd like to know: just what is your 
price, Jean? Everyone has one.” 

“Yes, but I think with me it could never be anything one 
could touch.” 

“What then?” He took her hand and watched her closely, 
sensing that she was about to allow him a glimpse of her 
zealously guarded secret room. 

An embarrassed smile curved her lips. She looked at their 
hands. “I’m not sure. I think . . . a safe place. But the only 
safe places seem to be . . . cages? I wonder if there is such 
a thing as a relationship that offers the security of love, 
without a padlock.” 

“Yourre talking in riddles, you know.” 

With a tiny laugh she closed the case and the door, but 
not before he’d seen that it was merely a room of unsolved 
puzzles. 

“The diamonds are yours, Jean.” 

“TI have diamonds.” She was grinning. 

‘Where do you keep them deposited? I’ve never seen you 
wear them!” 

“T keep them in my garden.” 

He pondered a moment over the possibility of a vault in 
the garden before he caught on that she was teasing again. 
His face twitched. “I'll bite. In your garden, Tinkerbell?” 

“Have you ever seen the sun sparkle from a droplet of dew 
on a rose petal?” 

He shook his head and teased back. “I knew it would be 
some such!” 

Her blush was sincere, her voice wistful. “I wish I were 
different.” 

He blurted, “I'll hate myself in the morning, but I must 
say, I’m glad you’re what you are—Tropicana!” 

She smiled at his reference to her corporate name and 
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put her other hand on his which lay across her palm, He 
Knew her weil enough to know the touch meant “forgiven.” 
He nodded and returned the smile. Then he thought a moment 
and frowned as he voiced a last warning. 

“Jean, there will be repercussions. Are you prepared to 
deal with them?” 

“Will you help me? Or are you my enemy in high places?” 

He nodded his head, chagrined. “Jean, your coat of arms 
should have emblazoned Veni, vidi, vici’!” 

“Julius Caesar—more of you in that reference than of 
me, Bartel.” 

“T’m not confident of that anymore.” 

He -stood up and assisted her to her feet, helping her 
steady herself. The diamond case was slid back into his inner 
breast pocket. 

Neither spoke much on the drive back downtown. He 
opened her apartment door for her, but didn’t go past the 
vestibule. 

“Well, dearest Jean, the vanquished must fly off again. 
But Fil be seeing you in April. How long will it take to cut 
it down to the first story?” 

“Three weeks, more or less.” 

He nodded..“By then we can get the right steel.” 

“Thank you, Andy.” 

He grunted and shook his head. “By the way, have you 
found a home?” 

“No. Still a boll weevil.” 

“I have a cousin in real estate. Shall I have him look?” 

“Please do! I haven’t had time, and that. would take a big 
load off my mind. I want my family with me so badly!” 

“T’ve noticed. Weill, I’ve got to run. You're not the only 
problem I have, you know.” 

“What a shame.” 

He laughed. “Goodnight, princess.” His lips brushed hers. 

Jean kissed him back lightly. “So long, godfather.” 

“You've read the book?” 

“I meant fairy godfather.” 

“How stupid of me! But the other connotation was the 
more accurate.” 

“T know that. I’m on me guard.” 

“Good. I don’t want to take unfair advantage—even if you 
did, tonight, in that gown. There should be some sort of-law 
against anyone being as lovely as you, my girl.” 
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She poked him in the ribs, causing him to jump. “Poor 
Andy. You’d better watch out for yourself!” 

“Bartel is always number one.” 

“Goodnight, you.” 

“Throwing me out before temptation overcomes my sense 
of propriety?” 

“Something like that.” 

He grinned and shut the door. His grin was constant 
while he waited for the elevator. Then it hit him—she had 
cost him thousands and thousands, had utterly defeated his 
intended purpose, had won completely—and he was standing 
here ginning. The elevator door had almost shut before he 
caught it and wrenched it open. 


Chapter Twenty-Five 


Mary wandered restlessly about in the early morning. Joe 
would arrive home soon! She’d not laid eyes on her son but 
once since Thanksgiving. He had been away, shrimping off 
Campeche or some godawful place like that. There had not 
even been a Christmas message. And he hadn’t called 
Jean in all that time either. Matter of fact, the boy was not 
even aware she’d had an accident, until he called last night— 
from Houston! Just got in, he said. He sounded heartbroken 
when he heard about Jean’s accident. But he wouldn’t say a 
word about his long silence. Something was wrong-with Joe. 

Mary knelt beside the mum beds. They would definitely 
have to be thinned again. They kept coming up thicker and 
thicker around the dead stalks of last fall’s blooms. That first 
transplanting, creating a whole new bed along the front 
fence, would not be enough. Jean could likely use some— 
222 


she -would be buying a home in Houston soon. Well, for 
God’s sake! Mary stood hands on hips, laughing as the green 
Riviera pulled into the drive. 

Joe’s laughter was like that of a boy presenting a great 
surprise gift. ; 

“Hey! Is breakfast ready?” 

“Well, who are you, stranger?” 

“Just some old bum looking for a handout.” 

She put her. arms out and received a warm embrace. 
“Now, isn’t this nice! I had about decided you'd forgotten 
your way home!” 

“Yeah! Where’s your other half?” 

“Gone to the auction—took a load of heifers.” 

“Prices holding?” 

“Seem to be.” 

“Well, Daddy gone means more breakfast for me!” 

“T got a feeling you’re hungry.” 

He opened the door and followed her in, smiling, visibly 
relaxing as he looked about the familiar comfortable kitchen. 

“Joe, bacon or sausage? With eggs and biscuits?” 

“Sausage and eggs—hey! Biscuits?” 

“Don’t get too excited. I’ve gone modern—they’re frozen.” 

“I guess I'll let you get away with it this time.” 

Joe poured himself a cup of coffee, stretching his legs 
beneath the table when he sat down. “Have I got any mail 
up here since I’ve been gone?” 

“Some. PIl run get it.” Mary went into Clayton’s study and 
came out with a stack of envelopes of various sizes. He 
looked through them all quickly and leaned back with a 
heavy frown on his face. 

“Joe, what made you decide to honor us with your 
presence?” 

“What? Oh—I just had to get away.” 

“Business not so good?” - 

“Not so good at all, right now.” 

“I don’t. understand that, with the price of shrimp what 
it is!” 

“It’s kind of complicated, and I don’t feel like talking about 
it.” 

“I see. Well, we'll talk about something else. Jean is going 
to buy a house in Houston, and they’re going to move when 
school’s out.” 

Joe reached down and brushed dirt from the shine on his 
boots. “Oh?” 
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“Yes, It’s too much for her, trying to drive up here each 
weekend. And lots of times her work is so involved she 
doesn’t get in till late Saturday.” 

He stood up and leaned against the window looking out to 

the corral. “I called her place in Houston last night, but she 
wasn’t there. How is she, Mother?” 
“Oh, just fine. I see Neva almost every day or so and she 
tells me Jean’s just doing fine. Her back is better. She can 
stand up straight now. She still uses the cane some, but it 
seems to be mending nicely.” 

“Good.” ; 

“Have you seen her since the accident?” 

“No, ma’am. I didn’t exactly vet this suntan in Houston.” 

“You sure got one. You look like a Mexican.” 

He laughed. 

“Neva tells me Jean asks about you often.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes, but there’s little I can tell—we never hear from you.” 

“Jean has someone else now, Mother.” 

“You mean that fancy lawyer?” 

“You know him?” 

“Met him once, when he drove Jean up right after she got 
out of the hospital. From what Neva says he is gone three 
weeks out of four. Travels a lot for the company. Jean 
doesn’t care a thing about him. He’s a snob, I can tell you. 
I certainly don’t think very highly of him.” 

Joe smiled. “Could that be loyalty, Mother?” 

“Mmm, possibly.” 

“How do you know Jean. doesn’t care about him?” 

“Oh, Neva tells me.” 

“Jean home this weekend?” 

“Yes, she is.” 

“Think I'll call and say hello.” 

“T thought you might.” 

He grinned and went upstairs to call. . 

“Good morning, Neva. This is Joe Devereaux. ... Pm 
doing fine. And you? ... Good. ... Jean around?... 
Oh? Going riding, huh? Kids with her?.. . . No? Well, don’t 
go get her—just let her saddle up and go. I'll meet her in the 
pasture—surprise her. . . . All right. Pl tell her not to 
gallop. Will riding hurt her back? . . . I hope not, too. 
. . » Yeah—she’s stubborn but sweet. . . . Well, that’s great. 
... I'll be mighty glad to see her, too. . . . All right. See 
you later. . . . Goodbye.” 
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He jumped up and danced over to the mirror, inventory- 
ing himself. Blue jeans. Did the turtleneck sweater beneath 
the denim shirt look all right? Oh well, just going riding. 
He combed his hair and straightened his shirt in the jeans. 
Then he leaped down the stairs. 

“Mother, I got to meet Jean in the pasture—have to hurry!” 

“But your breakfast is ready!” 

“Be back later, hon.” He grabbed a biscuit off the plate and 
stuffed a piece of sausage into it. “Set it on the stove. I’ll eat 
it when IJ get back.” 

“Joe Devereaux!” 

He flew out the door and across the yard, leaping the 
pasture gate by pivoting over on one hand. Comanche was 
lazily munching hay stacked beside the barn. Joe grabbed 
the hackamore bridle. ; 

“Okay, boy. Come here, boy. Thata boy. Yeah! How you 
doing, ol’ feller? I missed you. Yeah! Here we go. Calm 
down.” When he started to mount he patted the horse. “You 
pitch me today, boy, and I’ll have your jawbone. I haven’t 
got time for those shenanigans.” 

Joe swung lithely into the saddle. “Let’s go, boy. Let’s go.” 
The horse reared, but Joe stayed on and used the reins on the 
horse’s flanks as he sped across the mile and a half of 
pasture, taking the fences as he came to them, laughing in 
delight at the cool fresh spring air. 

He pulled up short at the bottom of the incline where Jean 
would be coming out of the trail, listening intently, peering 
into the shaded cavern of trees. There was no sound except 
the whisper of new leaves and of water trundling through 
the spillway of the hidden lake. He trotted the horse around, 
playing, whirling, walking at gait. ; 

After a while he dismounted. The dew was disappearing 
quickly in the sun flooding the ankle-deep grass. His boots 
made imprints back and forth as he led the horse, stopping 
now and again to listen for the approach of Jean’s horse. 
But he again heard only the pleasant tremolo of nesting birds 
and the sometimes scurry of a small creature through the 
musty leaf carpet. He sat down on a stump, loose rein 
lying across his palm. Periodically he would slap the leather 
against his boot in an outward sign of impatience. 

Eventually the drum of hooves. reached him and he stood. 

The white horse slowed to a walk as it entered the pasture 
and proceeded at a slow hesitant pace toward Joe. The 
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animal stopped a few feet from him, and both horse and 
rider remained stiff, poised. 

Joe dropped Comanche’s reins and walked over. Absently 
rubbing the white Arabian’s head, he stared up at Jean’s 
sun-shaded eyes. Her head was tilted in a rigid: position that 
made her appear regal; yet he suspected it was her way of 
denying the pain from her injuries. 

His arms rose and she dismounted, standing close a mo- 
ment, then pulling away. He hadn’t seen her walk since the 
accident, and he winced to see the awkward way she moved. 
She seemed oddiy defiant as she turned back to face him. 
The rein was gripped tightly between the folds of her 
gloved hand. Her face was shadowed with embarrassment at 
her debilitation. 

“Jean ...I1... it’s so good to see you again, honey. 
You look so beautiful!” It was a spontaneous exclamation as 
he looked at her. But Jean was thinner. And paler than she’d 
been when they’d first met. Her boots tapped nervously on 
the grass; her body was very straight, her head high. 

Joe wished he hadn’t said anything but hello. He tried 
again. j 

“How have you been, Jean?” 

“Oh, fine. Just fine.” : 

“Neva says you shouldn’t be riding, but you’re stubborn— 
is that right?” : 

She smiled. “What do you think?” 

“Stubborn as hell—just like me.” 

“True!” 

“I missed you, Jean. More than I can say.” 

“Joe, I. . . I missed you too, dammit!” 

He laughed with raised brows at her profanity. “Jean, can 

T hug you?” 
~ “My goodness!” 

“Well, you’ve scared me. I don’t know how I’m supposed 
to act around you.” 

“Poor Joe. Have I done that to you?”. 

“Quit teasing and come kiss me.” 

She went into his arms and was received happily. When 
his lips released hers he whispered, “I think I just lost my 
fear.” He smiled, holding her tenderly close, afraid of her 
back. 

The words tumbled from him. “Hooh! Jeanie, I’m sorry, 
es I can’t hold it back! I love the hell outa you! I missed 
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you and I’m sorry I'm a bastard, and, darlin’, please give 
me another chance to be the man you want me to be?” 

She laughed. “Oh, Joe, you are the man I want and you 
have been ever since the first time I set eyes on you.” 

“Music!” He swayed back and forth with Jean in his arms, 
and he grew more serious as his fingers entwined in her 
hair. “Darling . . . darling Jean. You’ve gone through hell 
and I haven’t been a bit of help to you. You were right, Jean, 
I've got a lot to learn about love. I should have been there 
when you needed me, instead of off sulking like a two-year- 
old. But then I got swept up in business problems, and 
we went off to Mexican waters... . ” 

She pulled back and laughed at him. “My, but you are 
strung out!” 

“Yeah, guess I am. It’s all your fault.” 

“I'm a terribie old gal.” 

“Terrible sweet.” 

“Joe, let’s ride—forget our troubles at least for a little 
while.” She glanced up. “And look at that blue sky! Come 
on. I'll take you down by the lake and show you the dogwood 
—it’s in full bloom!” 

“Honey, do you think it’s wise—for you to be riding?” 

“My doctors would probably do cartwheels in exasperation, 
but I had to get some things off my mind, and tiding is 
sometimes the only way I can get it all together. Joe, I am 
much better. I can stand up ‘straight now. Sometimes I have 
spasms—when I overexert—but that will get better, too. I 
think this is going to be all right without further medical 
help.” 

“That makes me very happy—and relieved. It’s just one of 
those things that takes time, eh?” 

“Right.” 

They mounted, she rather awkwardly, and they started 
slowly down the trail to the dam. 

That spring morning became one of the few crystal morn- 
ings that thread all too: seldom through every life. Moments 
when everything is perfect and every sense is satisfied; mo- 
ments that dissipate as a vapor but which have the power to 
manifest again at odd times of disquietude, of perplexity, of 
grief, bringing a sudden hope because of a perfect moment 
that was and may come again, and life might again be worth 
living. 

Joe got his camera and they snapped each other’s pictures. 
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They ate lunch in town at a quiet place with windows onto a 
closed garden court; then they returned to the woods and 
walked and rode, talking until the shadows on Jean’s face 
‘grew dense. Finally, Jean knew she must leave before she 
gave in to the pain that had been pushed aside as far as it 
would be driven, and now drove back in steadily increasing 
waves, blotting out, finally, the pleasure of Joe’s strength and 
closeness. 

“Will you go to dinner with me, Jean?” 
_“Do you mind eating late? I have to spend some time 
with my little ones.” 

“Any time you say, honey.” 

“Nine o’clock, Joe?” 

“ll escort you home.” He helped her onto the Arabian 
and mounted his horse. 

“No ... Pil go alone. And I'll see you at nine, darling.” 

He leaned over and kissed her, giving her cold hand one 
more squeeze before he relinquished her. “See you later, 
darling.” 

When the shafts of afternoon sunlight no longer held her 
fleeing shape Joe wheeled the horse about and started for 
home. 


Neva looked up from her potato peeling to see Jean-slide 
stiffly from the saddle and lead the horse through the corral 
gate. Neva realized it was more than a little stiffness when 
Jean didn’t bother to unsaddle the horse, but limped slowly 
into the house. 

The door opened and Neva took her hand. “How bad is 
it?” 

The agony on Jean’s face answered well enough. 

“I knew it! I told you to stay off the horse! Here, take 
your pills!” 

“Yes, you did. Wish Id listened.” She swallowed the pills 
in a gulp of water and put the bottle in her jacket. “Where 
are the kids?” 

“Bathing before supper.” 

“Think I'll do the same.” She stood up and a sharp cry 
slipped past her. 

“Jean! Let me help you upstairs and you go to bed. If this 
gets worse you'll have to go ahead now with the operation.” 

“No way. Don’t have time for it. I can get up all right. It 
will ease when I’ve had a hot shower and the pills take hold.” 

‘Til bring your dinner on a tray.” 
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“No. I'm all right. Just stiff from riding.” 

“Jean, it’s the leg, isn’t it? You’ve begun to have pain in 
the leg again, haven’t you?” 

Jean went on up the stairs without answering. In the 
shower she leaned her head against the tile wall and let the 
almost boiling water beat down upon her back and legs, It 
had numbed somewhat by the time the hot water began to 
cool. Switching it off, she dried herself rather ineptly. It had 
been her intention to dress for dinner with Joe, but the 
agony involved in putting on her underpants was such that 
she abandoned the attempt. She grabbed a flannel robe and. 
zipped it up before staggering over to collapse with a groan 
on the bed. The pills took effect when she lay still and she 
went quickly to sleep. 

It was dark when Neva came into her room. “Jean? I hate 
to awaken you, but the boys want to say goodnight.” 

Jean was groggy. “Neva, I wish you’d gotten me up 
sooner. I wanted to sit with them while they ate.” 

“I came up but you were resting so quietly I hated to 
bother you.” wag 

“It’s alf right. Tell them I'll be there in just a minute.” 

“Can you get up?” 

“Oh sure. Be right there.” The hurt had eased and now 
only agonized when she moved. 

While she lingered with the children the doorbell rang and 
she heard Neva’s surprised voice. Jean winced—she had for- 
gotten about Joe. 

She hugged the cuddly boys close. “Goodnight, little Karl. 
Goodnight, my Freddie. Tomorrow I'll be with you all day, 
darlings. I promise.” She flicked out the light and hurried to 
her room, where she patted makeup on her face to hide the 
gray hollows. She glanced up and saw Neva in the door. 

“You forgot he was coming?” 

“Yes, ma’am, I sure did.” 

“T told him you’d had a spell with your back and just woke 
up. Should I ask him to come back tomorrow?” 

“No. Pil go down—just for a little while, I promise, Neva.” 
She took two pills from the bottle and swallowed them before 
Neva could object. . 

“Jean! That’s four pills in three hours! Those are strong 
painkillers—you might kill more than the pain!” 

“Don’t worry. I’ve taken as many as three at a time and 
it doesn’t affect me much.” 
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“Oh, Jean!” 

“Brush my hair, Neva?” 

“I’m worried about you, Jean. I'll be glad when I can get 
us all down there together.” 

“It won’t be long. Andy has a cousin in real estate who is 
looking for a nice house. I told him it couldn’t cost much, 
but that it had to be big enough so-that you can bring your 
friends, the Bailys, over from England. Then you won’t have 
so much work. I know I’ve mistreated you, Neva, and just as 
soon as school is out we'll move. I’ve got about enough 
saved up for a down payment.” 

“Jean, the point is that you need us and we're not there to 
help. My only concern is you. If you don’t slow down you'll 
force an operation.” _ 

“YT know. But it’s already inevitable. I've tried to deny it, 
pretend it was getting well, but gradually the pain has been 
getting worse—all the way to my toes, And you were right. 
I was stupid to ride today. It just seemed that if I didn’t do 
something to lift the pressure I felt . . . and besides, old 
Arab begged.” She grinned at Neva. 

“There, your hair looks very pretty. Go on down in your 
robe. No need to dress since he won’t be here long, eh?” 

“Won't you come down and join us?” 

“T’ll pop in-a bit later to see if you need anything. Or to 
ask him to leave if you let him stay too long—you need to 
test.” 

Jean descended the steps slowly. Joe waited in the study, 
watching the final minutes of an Astros-Dodgers exhibition 
game. He didn’t hear her enter until she sat beside him. 

“Boo. Who’s winning?” 

“Boo-hoo. The Dodgers.” 

She giggled and leaned back carefully. “I’m sorry about 
our plans.” 

“Neva. told me you’d had a bad time. Was it bothering you 
all day?” 

“As the day wore on.” 

“TY shouldn’t have kept you out so long.” 

“Nonsense. You had no way of knowing. I’m the idiot who 
should have come on home. But it was such a perfect day 
that I decided not to miss it.” - 

Joe reached for her -hand and kissed her cheek. “You 
cold, honey? Can I build you a fire?” 

“Would you? That would be perfect. It would bring back 
some wonderful memories.” 
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He smiled into her quiet eyes. “Yes, is would.” 

While he kindled the wood, Neva. brought in coffee and 
plumped pillows behind Jean’s back so that she reclined in a 
comfortable half-sitting position. 

“Joe, have you eaten? Neva, could we have some sand- 
wiches or something?” 

“Of course. You haven’t had supper either, Joe?” She 
hurried away without waiting for his answer. 

“Umm. The fire’s so relaxing I could go to sleep listening 
to it crackle. Pull up a chair beside me so that we can be 
close. I don’t like you way over there. Do I look as dumb as 
I feel propped up here?” 

Joe hauled a large chair over and took her hand. She 
squeezed his palm and smiled, then her gaze drifted back to 
stare glassily into the fire. 

Soon her head slipped slowly back against the pillow, and 
‘he knew that she was asleep. He could see the delicate veins 
pulse beneath the skin of her eyelids. He turned away from 
the sleeping beauty who even in sleep brought forth a surging 
desire in him. 

“Sandwiches, my dears!” 

“She’s gone to sleep, Neva.” 

“Well, so she has!” 

“No. I’m not asleep. Just resting my eyes.” Her lids flut- 
tered open and she smiled at them. She sat up. “Let Granny 
get up here and I'll pour. Neva, only two cups? Aren’t you 
going to have coffee with us?” 

“Not tonight.” She set the plates on the coffee table. “If 
you need anything else, just call.” Neva disappeared, shut- 
ting the door as she left. 

Joe rescued the rattling cup and saucer from Jean. “Here, 
honey. Let me do that.” 

“Maybe you'd better. I’m afraid I’ve drugged myself.” 

“Still cream and sugar?” 

“Yes. Have a sandwich, Joe? I’m really sorry about dinner.” 

It was difficult for her to handle the food and coffee. He 
looked around and saw the small onyx-topped chess table. 
“Here.” He quickly scooped the chess pieces from it and put 
the table in front of her. “That better?” 

“Thanks.” She only nibbled on her sandwich, finally laying 
it aside. She noticed his continual appraisal of her and began 
to feel uncomfortable. 

“How about some music?” 

“Good. See if you can find the Beethoven tape.” 
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“Got it . . . very nice. That’s the Moonlight Sonata, isn’t 
it?” 

“Yes. Piano is my favorite instrument.” 

He sat beside her. “Do you play, Jean?” 

“Not so well. But Neva does. She was a concert pianist 
before the war. She’s giving the boys lessons already. Freddie 
has quite an affinity for it. To Karl it’s a game so far. I don’t 
know how fong he'll last.” 

“You all are interesting people, Jean. So different from the © 
rest of us around here.” 

“I'm not different, Joe. Please don’t say that.” 

There was a strange quality to her voice, as if something 
fundamental had been threatened. 

“To me you are, but maybe that’s ’cause I’m stuck on you.” 
He smiled, and the sudden trepidation left. her eyes as quickly 
as it had appeared there. She beckoned to him. 

“Darling, lay your head in my lap and I'll massage your 
scalp. I remember a couple of things about you.” 

“Then you know what your little of hands on me do to 
me.” 

“Ves,” 

He took her cup and set the table away, then lay down. 
Jean wrapped her arms about his face and hugged him to 
her. 

‘Darling, I missed you so much. I’m afraid to be as happy 
as I am. Afraid Pll wake up and today will have just been 
another dream.” 

“Til never leave you again except to go to work and then 
back to you as soon as possible.” He shut his eyes, and the 
soft mounds against his cheek drew his lips. He turned his face 
and reached his hand to touch her. 

“Oh, Jean...” He buried his face between her breasts 
and opened his mouth to enclose a nipple through the cloth. 

Jean’s lips parted. “Please love me, Joe.” 

He enclosed her in a smothering embrace and kissed her 
with all the unrestrained longing pent up for the last three 
months; and she returned his love. 

“Jean? Can we... could we make love tonight? Are you 
able?” 

“J don’t know. I guess not.” 

“Tomorrow?” 

“Tomorrow belongs to the boys.” 

“J have to leave early in the morning, anyway. I haven't 
any choice. Jean, what are you doing next weekend?” 
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“Retreating. ’'m going to Holly Gardens in Louisiana to 
hear Madame Butterfly Friday night, and to hear a concert 
Saturday night. ’'m going alone. Just to sort of . .. re- 
plenish? It’s the most beautiful place in the world in the 
spring. Have you ever been there?” 

“No.” He looked betrayed. 

She touched his face. “Actually, it will only be the most 
beautiful place in the world if you’re with me.” 

He grinned. “Pick you up in Houston twelve noon Friday. 
Where?” 

“My apartment.” 

She wrote the address on the back of a card he handed her. 
She flipped the card over. “‘Bob Wilkerson, District At- 
torney’? Joe, what are you doing with a D.A.’s card?” ~ 

“Friend of mine. Jean, can you get away—really away— 
from everything, for a whole weekend?” 

“Yes. Pd already planned it. But you’re an added bonus, 
darling.” 

“God! I can’t wait!” 

“It’s going to be a long week, darling.” 

“Take care. of your back. Don’t ride or run or walk or 
talk all week, you hear?” 

“Promise.” 

It was a difficult parting, but knowing that it would. be 
only six days before they could meet and make love made it 
easier, 
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Chapter Twenty-Six 


“Where de hell you been? Dem rent trucks be here any min- 
ute. Yestidy you call down here from Houston and say, ‘Keep 
a eye on it, Papa, wid de full crews, and send Beau and José 
and Thibodeaux. up in de mornin’ after dese trucks I done 
got rent.’ Den dat’s de last we-hear from you. Me, I thought 
Maggio done killed you for sho!” 

“T, uh, I went up home for a while.” 

“Nine o’clock. Dey supposed to done been here. How come 
you couldn’ get no trucks yestidy? We sit here like fat ducks 
waitin’ to git blowed outa de water, us!” 

“Turns out I didn’t need them until this morning. You 
know, I had to pay fifteen hundred dollars for one day’s 
lease on those bastards! Seems I’ve got myself a reputation 
as a high-risk feller.” 

“Well, dat a fact!” 

“Hope Maggio hasn’t got wind of us sitting here. Jackson 
Wholesalers wouldn’t fool with it until today, when they’re 
closed. They don’t want any hired hands spilling about their 
buying from us lepers. A foreman and three trusties are sup- 
posed to meet us there. Ain’t that some kind of shit!” 

“Yeah. But ain’t nothin’ new. Things was pretty good at 
Port Sulphur till Maggio got onto dat and scared dem boss 
at Bayou Shrimp, and before dat at Lake Charles, and before 
dat—” 
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“Goddam! I’m tired of running! There’s going to have to 
be a showdown with that son of a bitch!” 

“Well, we may get away wid dis again—one more time, 
wid de rent trucks and running ’em up to Houston—but you 
know dis be *bout de last time it gonna work. He done tighten 
up on us. And we ain’t makin’ a dime, non!” 

“Yeah, youre right. But here’s one thing. We're helping 
to keep the price down, and that means old Maggot don’t 
look so good to his head honcho. That’s hurting him some, 
anyway.” 

“Dat don’ mean nothin’ except he gonna get meaner. He 
done threaten to kill you. Me, goddam, I gettin’ edgy!” 

“Tell you the truth, Cap, so am I. Who all did you send 
for the trucks?” 

“Mon Beau and José and Thibodeaux, jus’ lak you tol’ 
me, ’ein?” 

“God, this better work. We lose one more load and the 
bank’s going to own it all.” ; 

“Den you be as pore de rest of us, you.” 

“I. been poor before, Papa. It’s knowing that fucking Mag- 
gio might win that eats my ass.” 

“He ain’t won yet.” 

“Hell! Here they come now!” 

The red-and-white trucks bumped down the road with 
horns blaring and crunched across the shell to back up to 
the loading dock. Joe walked over with a frown to the one 
that had been in the lead. 

“Reckon these are big enough to hold it all, Beau?” 

“It’s all we got.” 

“Those bastards! I paid for bigger ones! Well, let’s see if 
the fridges are cold!” He unlocked the back gate of one and 
the door screeched open. “Boys, we in business! She’s icy- 
cold in there! Let’s start loading! Tib, tell Bill and Isadore 
and the rest to get their crews shoving those boxes out. Least 
the goddam conveyors still work! Okay! Let’s move! Maggio 
might be setting to screw us right now—without even a kiss, 
*ein?” 

Beau laughed and slapped his back. “You crazy s.o.b. You 
gonna ride wid me, ’ein?” 

“Mais sho!” : 

“Lissen, Joe. Mé, I don’ want Papa to come wid us, you 
know?” j 

“Right. I got other plans for him. See to the loading, 
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Beau. I gotta step over here and talk to your papa.” He went 
over to where the old man was shouting orders and took 
him aside. “Cap, I want you to take the boats out to East 
Bay and wait. Send one upriver to wait at the Channel Steel 
docks and we'll take a cab over there when we're through. 
Get ahold of the fuel boat with that code you worked out 
with your buddy there. Let’s get ’em refueled, and also order 
up the food supplies we need. Here.” He took a credit card 
from his wallet. “Pay with this. Listen, Papa, if this trek is 
successful Maggio is going to be some hot that we slipped 
in under his nose, so you all take care, you hear?” 

“Hokay, Joe. Me, I gone see to all dis for you.” 

“T appreciate it, mon ami. Go sparing on the food sup- 
plies. Buy lots of beans. That way we can save fuel—use jet 
propulsion!” 

The old man guffawed. “Hokay, boy. You have good luck, 
*ein?” 

“Goddam, we better, or we going to be in a world of 
hurt.” 


After dark the fleet moved out to sea. under radar, with a 
thick fog closing around them. 

“Joe, you jackas fool! Widout calling on de radio dis sui- 
cide.” 

“Just keep listening and use the whistle to signal one side 
or two when other traffic asks how you want to pass.” Joe 
leaned back against the bulkhead of the wheelhouse and lit 
a cigarette, propping one long leg against a small toolchest. 
He had a satisfied twinkle in his dark eyes. 

“Papa, it tickles the shit outa me when we con that ass- 
hole Maggio.” He patted the fatigue jacket. “You got any 
idea how much money I got here? Enough to meet the back 
payrolls and pay a couple of bills. Maybe get that credit 
card off—the mortgage, of course—might have a couple of 
bucks left over! This next load will be gravy! Goddam, it’s 
about time we got a break, ’ein?” 

“Yeah, boy. Feel good to win for a change, yeah.” 

“But you know, something has really been hacking at me!” 

“Whatzat, ’ein?” 

“It’s been—what? six weeks?—since we gave depositions 
to that damn D.A. and nothing’s come of it yet! You don’t 
reckon he’s just pacifying us, do you?” 

; a could be Mr. D.A. on de payroll too.” 
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“Now you got it! That’s what’s been chewing on me. I 
gave him my folks’ address to send any correspondence, 
but there was nothing when I checked yesterday.” 

Papa grunted and shook his head. 

Joe descended into a deep silence. 

It was all so goddam unreal. Joe Devereaux, his life in- 
termingled with these people of his ancestry, whose blood 
carried the same strains as his, yet who were so different. 
He was pulled into their world by necessity—to find a place 
to lick his wounds—but now, was he one of them? Was he 
a Texan? His dad and brothers were. The only French in 
them was outward, in their dark good looks. He smiled when 
his thoughts rested on his mother’s face She must have been 
like Emilie Le Beau as a girl: But only he spoke their lan- 
guage—that strange French patois. When he spoke it up home 
no one knew what he was saying. Maybe he was a throw- 
back? What else could he be doing here, enjoined with them 
in a struggle to survive against an organized evil that he had 
thought only existed in other places, in big cities, or Las 
Vegas gambling halls and race tracks. 

“Not much movin tonight, ’ein?” A voice broke Joe’s 
reverie and he heard the clang of the sea buoy. ‘3 

“No. Give a signal to see if everyone’s okay, will you, 
Papa? I’m going outside to listen.” 

Papa shook his head when Joe took a flashlight from the 
tack and went out. That boy plenty upset, him, the old man 
decided. He been-speakin’ English all day. Joe only did that 
with Papa when he was upset, ’ein. 

The cool humidity distilled on Joe’s face as the horn of 
the Angel gave three short toots and was answered by the 
boat behind on down the line. He nodded and went into the 
darkened galley with the flashlight to guide him. He poured 
a cup of coffee and sat down at the long oak table, sipping 
and frowning into the darkness. 

Goddam if everything. in his life wasn’t going to hell. 
Purely to hell. Jean had let him back in and she loved him— 
and they’d have this weekend together—and he smiled at 
that, then settled back into his gloom. The decisions facing 
him wouldn’t be solved by a weekend with Jean no matter 
how much he wished they would! 

He got up and. went to the wheelhouse to take over his 
watch, setting the course southeast to compensate for the 
incoming tide. Gradually the blackness of the sky began to 

237 


fade from the fog-enshrouded distance ahead. The moving 
breeze quietly awakened, lifting from its glassy bed to move 
the fog away in lazy drifts toward the bench, and to rock 
the little parade of defiant craft from side to side in a gentle 
roll. One thing was for sure and certain. There wasn’t going 
to be any more of this running away—from anything! They 
could kill him, but they sure as hell couldn’t eat him! And 
as for Jean, well, it wouldn’t be fair to her to marry now. 
But as soon as he got it all together, by God, he would marry 
her. She loved him! They’d have a good life together, too— 
to hell with all obstacles! 

And as for the business, well, he’d had enough of that 
bastard Maggot trying to bang his ass. By God, he’d talk to 
the D.A. one more'time, and if that s.o.b. continued standing 
around with his thumb up his butt then Joe Devereaux would 
handle it his way. If necessary he’d take his twelve-gauge 
loaded with buckshot and blow the Maggot’s fuckin’ head 
off, and all the motherfuckers that hung around him! 

With that decision made he felt better. Joe decided to do 
a little shrimping. He signaled to the other boats what was 
about to happen, then slowed to a bare forward movement. 
The tide was running almost at high and he decided to move 
them onto the beach and run parallel until they reached the 
Sabine jetties. 

When the nets were out he lashed the wheelroom doors 
open and let a breeze waft through. The sun in his face felt 
good as it warmed through his shirt and glinted off the few 
strands of new silver at his temples. Things were going to be 
all right now. He’d just had to make up his mind. That had 
been the whole problem. 
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Chapter Twenty-Seven 


On Wednesday morning Joe had Beau and Thibodeaux and 
himself put ashore at Sabine Pass in view of the statue of 
Dick Dowling. The trio caught a ride to Port Arthur, where 
Joe talked a chain-store representative into taking a truck- 
load of the brown delicacies. From there it went well. 
They went on to Beaumont to finish shrimp-trading be- 
fore they headed back south in rented trucks, with Joe whis- 
tling at the wheel of one. Things really were beginning to go 
his way, and an idea for his business began to congeal—an 
idea so simple that he was confounded as to why he hadn’t 
done it before. The money was in skipping the middle man 
and going straight to the retailer. Even a load of brownies 
would bring more than a wholesale load of jumbo. Box them 
in consumer-sized units with fancy packaging and charge 
even more. Have to buy trucks, renovate the plant—but that 
could be done gradually, as they got on their feet. 

Damn! It seemed a long way to Sabine Pass. Bet Maggio 
would never expect them to just sidle up to the bluff and 
start unloading. 

While the shrimp were shifted up to the trucks Joe show- 
ered and changed into a business suit. He carried his jacket 
and a briefcase, and a deck hand followed with a clothing 
bag and a suitcase, which he placed in Joe’s truck. Joe turned 
to Papa Le Beau. 

“Cap, head over to Calcasieu. And be sure to set guards 
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out to watch *°em—double pay. Did you hand out the en- 
velopes I made out last night?” 

“You see dem smile on dey face, ’ein?” 

“Papa, you’re the best.richt hand a feller could have!” 

“Ain’ it de truth! I pick five hands go along and unload, 
*ein? Dem grocer store expec’ dat. Joe, you look Jak a banker 
man. Hey. You tell dem law fellers get off dey balls and do 
sometin’ about dis mess, dem.” 

‘I’m going to do it, Papa. And I got some good ideas 
about how we're going to really make some money. I'll tell 
you about it when I get back. Meet you all Monday noon at 
La Belle Cajun.” He turned toward the trucks, then swung 
back. “Oh, before Monday you'll see to suppplies and fuel?” 

“Yeah. I do it. Ol’ Beau get his clothes changed if he gone 
wid you. I can see you ready to move.” 

“Oh? He’s riding with me as far as Houston? Going to 
see Betty Sue?” 

“Yeah. Don’t know why he don’t marry her. Hey, Joe, 
why don’ you come over to our house and see ‘tite Emilie 
dis long weekend, ’ein?” 

x “I'd love to, but I expect I'll be tied up with all this legal 
assle.” 

“Which dat mean you got a pussy waitin’, ’ein?” 

Joe frowned but kept silent. He shook Papa’s hand and 
felt the Cajun’s gaze follow him. 

“Somebody yell for Beau to- move it, will you? We gotta 
roll like a big wheel!” He laughed and settled under the 
steering wheel. 

There were no shrimpers at the Balzano plant between 
Sabine Pass and Port Arthur. Good. No one to see the 
Devereaux fleet. The shrimp would be sold and they’d be 
hiding in the swamps before Maggio heard about it. Joe 
sloated as he drove by the Balzano building and flipped. it 
off with a gesture of his middle finger. 

When the shrimp were delivered and the leased trucks re- 
turned, Joe headed a rented car toward Houston. The 
salt grass and the rice fields seemed to be racing backward 
as the car sped along. It was good to be up again, to have 
made a decision. Joe chuckled and pushed in the lighter, a 
cigarette hanging between his lips. 

“What so funny, ’ein?” Beau asked. 

“Nothing. I just have a good feeling, that’s all. One way 
or the other I’m going to get Maggio off my back. And I got 
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me a woman to see tonight—going to surprise her. A gal 
like you wouldn’t believe.” He slid a picture from his breast 
pocket. “Took this Saturday with my Polaroid.” 

“Goddam! How’d a coon ass like you get a gal look like 
dat, ’ein? She ain’t nothing but sexy. Hey, ain’t she de one 
you was wid dat time in Galveston?” 

He grinned proudly and took the picture back. “Yeah, she 
is.” 

“Seems like J seen her somewhars else, non?” 

“You might have—on the TV news, or in the paper. You 
heard about that big urban project in Houston? The female 
architect? That’s her.” 

“De one dat got hurt, ’ein! I remember. She crippled, 
n’est-ce pas?” 

“That doesn’t matter. I’m going to marry her, Beau.” 

“Well I be fucked! You for certain?” 

“For certain, Beau. I tell you, that red-headed gal has 
turned me around.” 

“Architect, huh? What you gonna do wid a woman lak 
dat? You a fishermans.” 

“Tl think of something.” He frowned and slipped the 
picture back against his chest. 

“She be out erectin’ buildins’ when you wantin’ her to 
erect sometin’ else!” He laughed with Cajun delight at his 
homemade jest. ; 

“We'll manage somehow.” 

“She rich?” ~ 
’ “No. On her way, though. Doing real well.” 

“Haw! I can’t believe ol’ Joe Dayvro gone git hitched, him! 
And to a woman make more money dan he do! He gone be 
Mr. Architect!” _ ; 

Joe grinned determinedly. “This fisherman’s going to make 
us a pile of money soon. I’ve got some new ideas that are 
going to turn this shrimp business into a real moneymaker.” 

“Be about time. True love done made you a typhoon!” 

“You mean tycoon?” 

“Naw——mean typhoon—’cause you awful windy today!” 

“Beau, what would you do if I stopped the car and put 
you out, ein?” 

He chuckled. “Hokay! I leave you alone. I’m really glad 
for you, Joe, dat you found a pretty woman like her. You 
deserve de best—you a good ol’ boy.” 

Joe laughed. “When you going to marry Betty Sue?” 
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“She been after dat, but I say she sleep wid me, she sleep 
wid someone else when I’m gone. Can’t trust no woman 
who sleep wid a man and she ain’t marry to him.” 

“You're what the libbers would call a chauvinist pig,” Joe 
said good-naturedly and stared at the highway whipping by. 

Beau was quiet for a while, His voice was a little sad when 
he spoke again. “I don’ want to be there when Papa tell 
Emilie *bout you gettin’ marry. She done had her cap set 
on you long time now.” 

“Emilie is a sweet girl, but she and I never... you 
know.” 

“I _know——she never let yeu touch her. She wear white her 
weddin’ day.” 

Joe swallowed the words he’d almost spoken—Hell, I 
hever cared enough to try! Instead he commented blandly, 
“Yep. And whoever gets her will get a fine little gal.” 

“Damn shame you and her never got it together, Joe. 
You’da been a good in-law, you.” 

“That’s an interesting thought! All you Le Beaus would 
drive me out of my mind!” 

“Sure ain’t much traffic here around Winnie.” 

“Time of day. Everybody’s at supper.” 

“Dat’s where we oughta be—at supper.” 

“I don’t want to stop. I want to get on to Houston and see 
my baby tonight.” 

“What difference do thirty minutes make? Let’s us get a 
hamburger—I'll buy! Anyway, pretty as that gal yours, you 
better call ahead and warn her you comin’—you know?” 

Joe said nothing but left the freeway and pulled into the 
parking lot of a two-story brick building. There were a 
number of semi-rigs parked around back and at the pumps 
next door, but there were only a couple of cars in front of the 
restaurant. 

Joe was looking into the rear-view mirror when Beau 
mumbled, “I gotta go ahead. I’m mos’ desperate to take a 
leak.” 

There was only a grunt from Joe. A black car with a 
lone driver had pulled in directly behind him, blocking him 
in. When the Cajun was gone, Joe reached into his briefcase 
and got the two pistols, checking them before he tucked both 
into his belt. He slipped into his suit jacket, buttoning the 
coat as he got out. With a slow gait he approached the 
restaurant, observing in the plate-glass teflection that another 
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man had risen up from the back seat of the other car and 
both men got out, unaware that he saw them. 

Joe found a corner booth and sat with his-back to the wall 
while he waited for Beau. The good-natured little man came 
ambling up, and Joe managed to grin. 

“Hey, Beau. I ordered us a king-sized hamburger. Told 
her to give the ticket to my friend.” He laughed and began 
speaking the Cajun dialect in a low voice. “Keep grinnin’, 
you. Us, we got company. Two Maggot’s turds came in right 
behind me, they. I think we got trouble. I’m goin’ to the 
men’s room, and I’m fixin’ to give you a gun. If they follow 
me you wait until they’re inside, then get they license number 
and give it to the waitress. Have her call de law, n’est-ce pas? 
Then you come a-running. Not that I'll be cooperating, but 
most likely they'll try to take me out the back way, if they are 
Maggot’s geese. You see to it they don’t.” He laughed and 
Beau guffawed as Joe passed the gun under the table. 

“TJ got you, mon ami. Be careful, you.” 

Joe nodded and went over to the hallway leading to the 
restrooms. He noted that there was a door to the kitchen off 
the hall, and a rear door. He was setting himself up good. 

Once inside he waited behind the door, realizing that as 
soon as the door opened they would see him in the mirror. 
But there was no alternative in the tiny room. The door 
moved open silently. 

“Come in.” 

“He’s got a piece!” The door crashed inward against Joe, 
catching him by surprise. He was overpowered as much by 
the size of the room as he was by the professionals, but not 
before he delivered a black eye to one and a cracked rib to. 
the other. 

They managed to subdue him when one got his arms 
pinned behind, and the other pushed a gun into his middle. 

“Goddam bastard! You'll pay for this rib!” The torpedo 
hunched over and rubbed his ribs. 

“And my eye—don’t forget my eye! Eye for an eye!” 

~ Joe looked into the mirror at the man who held him. An 
ugly giant. It would not be pleasant, what they had planned 
for him. 

“So we finally got you. Mr. Hot Shit Devereaux himself, 
You’re a hard man to locate—even the D.A. couldn’t find 
you. We already got word about a certain secret grand jury 
tomorrow. Supposed to inquire about our business procedures. 
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And guess who they want as star pigeon? ’Course, you 
wouldn’t know, ’cause you ain’t been still long enough to 
collect your subpoena. Mr. Maggio don’t like your singing 
voice. He figures the only way they got anything is because 
you talked. Everybody else is either too scared or dead.” 

“Like Jacques Devillier? You dumped what was left of 
him on his wife’s doorstep.” 

“Yeah. He was too good a friend to you, Mr. Devereaux. 
He was talkin’ around how all the shrimpers should stand 
behind you ’cause you were the only one fightin’ Mr. 
Maggio.” He twisted Joe’s tie up, choking him with it. “How’d 
you like that little number we did on him? Bruce was the 
surgeon on Mr. Devillier. Just like he’s gonna be with you! 
*Cept we're also gonna collect your tonsils, as a present 
for Mr. Maggio.” : 

“Like hell you will!” Joe lifted his leg suddenly and 
kicked the man down against the commode. 

He got up with a groan. “Now that’s two ribs you owe 
me. Keep that in mind, Bruce. We’re gonna take you out 
now. Either nice and easy or dead drunk—it don’t matter 
to us.” 

Joe lurched backward for momentum and lifted both 
legs, aimed again at the one with the gun. But Bruce stopped 
the move with a twist that deftly popped Joe’s shoulder 
out of joint. Devereaux yelled and slumped forward. 

“Okay, you motherfuckin’ bastard. Gonna soften you up 
now.” He replaced the gun in its holster and set Joe’s gun to 
the floor, kicking it behind the commode. 

Joe cried out as the bigger one wrenched his arms and 
held him up while the other delivered quick brass-knuckled 
blows to his middle. Instinctively Joe struggled and managed 
to thrust his left knee into the man’s groin; the right foot he 
ground into the instep of the one who held him. é 

Beau must have decided it was time to take the initiative. 
He burst in shooting. Bullets ricocheted off the tile walls, and 
Joe slumped to the fioor when Bruce took a slug to the head 
that spattered his brains around the room. The giant fell like 
asack of feed on top of Joe. 

The other one suddenly became very meek and gingerly 
removed the gun in his shoulder holster, handing it carefully 
to the wild-eyed Cajun. 

Joe reached for his own gun and struggled to get out from 
under the bulky man he didn’t realize was dead. The move- 
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ment brought an exploding pain in his right shoulder. He 
collapsed and blood blinded him just before he passed out. 

He came to as: he was being-wheeled out to an ambulance, 
with Beau walking anxiously along beside him. 

“Joe! How you?” 

“God, Beau! They hurt you any?” 

“No. I’m okay.” 

“Did they shoot me? God! I’m covered in blood!” He 
reached for the sheet covering him and wiped at the lumps 
clinging stickily to his eyebrows and lashes. The smell of it 
was powerful. 

Beau took a corner of the sheet and wiped at his friend’s 
face as Joe was bumped along the parking lot to the 
ambulance. 

“Joe, it ain’t your blood. I killed one of them.” Beau 
appeared about to cry. 

Joe tried to rise up, but his shoulder wrung from him an 
excruciated yelp. They lifted him in. “Beau? You going with 
me?” 

“Mais non, Joe. They gone arrest me for murder, they!” 

“My God! Listen, Beau. You got one phone call, ’ein? 
Call Wilkerson. Galveston County D.A. You'll get off, Beau.” 

“Yeah, Joe. You take it easy.” 

The door slammed shut and Joe closed his eyes and braced 
for the painful ride. ; 


Joe awoke early the next morning feeling as though he’d 
been far away and was being pulled back into his sensation- 
less body. He opened his eyes and saw a nurse stand up. 

“You came back alive, did you, Mr. Devereaux?” 

“Not sure.” He touched his left hand to his head, feeling 
around for damage. The movement caused a twinge in the 
other shoulder, and he fingered it cautiously. 

“No need to take inventory. It’s all there.” 

“What’s wrong with me?” 

“Nothing a few days’ mending won't cure. I'll let doctor 
tell you.” She picked up the phone and talked quietly .a 
Moment. A man in a white coat entered a few moments 
later, followed by Wilkerson and a man Joe didn’t know. 

“This is Dr. Dalles, Mr. Devereaux.” The nurse patted his 
arm reassuringly. 

Joe nodded in response to the doctor’s query as to how he 
felt, and the man grinned. 
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“Well, Mr. Devereaux. You gave us quite a start last night. 
We thought you’d turned yourself inside out. You had more 
blood on the outside than on the inside. But apparently it 
wasn’t yours. What was that feller’s name?” 

Joe looked away. “I have no idea.” 

“Oh. I see. Well; you had only a dislocated shoulder, 
which we pushed back into place, and a few contusions. No 
needlework required. You'll survive.” 

“Glad to hear it.” 

“We have a man here anxious to talk to you. District 
Attorney Wilkerson, and an FBI agent, Mr. Hanson. If you 
gentlemen will excuse me I’m going home to get a couple 
hours of sleep.” 

“Thank you, doctor.” 

Wilkerson shook his hand. “Dr. Dalles, thanks for staying 
to let us know when we could speak to him.” : 

Joe tried to rise up, and the nurse adjusted the bed so 
that he was in a sitting position, then she flashed him a chin-up 
smile and left. He raised his hand to her and turned to his 
visitors. The large D.A. towered over the bed and grinned 
down on him. 

“You're a lucky son of a bitch, Joe Devereaux. If you’d 
been alone you'd be a corpse now.” 

Joe shuddered. “Beau out of jail?” 

“Yes, I’ve arranged with the Chambers County D.A. not 
to file on him. There'll be an inquest, but that’s all.” 

“Good.” 

“Joe, Mike Hanson would like to talk to you some too. 
But first I’d like to ask you just where in hell you been 
hiding.” : 

“Anywhere I thought Maggio wasn’t.” 

“You did a good job. Apparently you’ve been a real hornet 
to him—stinging his ass at every turn.” . 

“Just running scared.” 

“We're about to nail the son of a bitch now, Joe. I don’t 
suppose you know this, but a grand jury is meeting this 
morning. Do you think you can travel? The doctor says 
yourre free to leave whenever you feel up to it.” 

“Tet me ask you something. Why didn’t you send word to 
me at my parents’ home?” 

“We did. It must have been intercepted. I’ve suspected an 
enemy within my own camp for some time. Now I’m sure 
someone among my staff is working with Maggio. Why 
didn’t you contact me?” 
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“Haven't been still long enough. I was on my way there 
when this happened. They knew about the secret grand jury, 
incidentally. You must have a leak, all right. You know, I 
wasn’t coming to your office—I was going to haye you meet 
me.” 

“You'd about decided I’d sold you out, hadn’t you?” the 
tall, rawboned D.A. asked as he lit a cigarette. 

NAS, ” 

Wilkerson ran his hand through his newly sheared flattop 
and said with exasperation, “Devereaux, it takes: months to 
build a case—and if Maggio couldn’t find you with all the 
money and muscle at his disposal, how in hell could we?” 

“What did you do with the other s.o0.b.?” 

“In custody. Chambers County Jail.” 

“He was bragging that he and the goon Beau shot were 
the ones whe whittled up. my friend Jacques Devillier.” 

“You'll give a deposition right away? Before we leave 
here? He can’t be held without bond unless he’s up.on a 
murder charge. He doesn’t have a previous ‘conviction. With 
your deposition I can see to it that he’s held for extradition 
to Louisiana, and he’ll stand trial there for murder. Goddam, 
that’s good news! I thought nine-fifteen this morning would 
see that assassin walk free. Now we got him!” 

Joe grinned. “Well, I guess my only immediate problem 
now is clothes. The ones I wore yesterday aren’t in very good 
shape.” 

“Hell, we'll find something if we have to wrap you in a 
bed sheet!” 

Joe laughed. “I got clothes in the rented car—teast I did 
have.” 

. Before he left the hospital Joe gave his deposition to a 
court teporter. He also called Jean, who wasn’t home, and 
his father, who scolded him, then promised to call and 
reassure Jean. 

The grand jury was impressed with the articulate shrimper 
who testified like a volcano finally allowed to erupt. His 
appearance helped, too. The sling around his arm, the 
bruises, the strategically placed bandages on his face, lent 
credence to his story. Wilkerson made the most of Joe’s 
injuries, even remembered to mention the war record in 
Vietnam. 

Afterward Joe was surrounded by deputies, though cameras 
caught him. Behind the closed doors of his office, Wilkerson 
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relaxed. He plopped his big frame down behind the desk and 
grinned broadly. ; 

“First step’s out of the way. We got our indictments. Of 
course, a federal grand jury will want you to testify soon too. 
Maggio was settin’ up the shrimp boats as dope runners. Neat 
little trick, eh?” He frowned and rapped his knuckles against 
the desk. “Devereaux, we'll have to keep you wrapped up for 
a while. If you thought you were a target before, you know 
nothing. They can’t let you live. It’s as simple as that.” . 

“Tell you what. Provide me with a car and two-way radio 
so I can call for help if I need it, and Ill be all right.” 

“Like hell you will!” 

“Look. Quite frankly, it would interfere with my personal 
life if you put me in custody.” 

“You won’t have any kind of life if Maggio and his boys 
get ahold of you.” 

Joe .countered, “How about assigning one man to keep 
an eye on me? He can follow in a car behind when I go out.” 

“If they pull up beside you with a shotgun, you’ve had it.” 

“If they slip strychnine into my food here in custody P’m 
dead, too. At least out there I have a chance to run or shoot 
back. Can I have my gun?” 

“Only this forty-five.” Wilkerson handed him the gun. 
“Too bad you had a license to carry that or I'd have you 
arrested. You’d be in custody then.” A/D 

“Tt doesn’t seem odd to you that I’m the victim, yet I’m 
the one you want to jail? Maggio will be arraigned, finger- 
printed and on the street within an hour!” 

“Tt isn’t fair, but it’s the law.” 

“Then change the goddam law.” 

“That’s what you good citizens always yell. Everyone sits 
around and bawls about the law being too liberal on criminals, 
yet no one tries to get the law changed!” 

“From this point on, I will—even if it means making my 
own law.” 

Wilkerson quickly got to his feet. “Let me advise you 
not to. If you jeopardize this case. with any stupid heroics 
Maggio will go free to grow so big so fast that we won't 
ever have another chance to get him. He’ll be the judge and 
jury then—for all of us. We had that twenty years ago. We 
don’t want it again in Galveston County.” He paused and 
thought a few minutes. “Okay, Devereaux. Here’s the deal 
I'm offering in lieu of custody. One deputy, one car. The 
deputy will stay with you every minute. You'll even sleep 
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with him, and if you pursue your love life he’ll be listening at 
the door. Anytime you go out it will be with him in the 
radio car.” i 

“Tl try it. That’s all I can promise.” 

“That’s all I can promise, too—that we try it. You try any 
cute tricks and I'll put you in custody.” 

“T need to get a motel room to hole up in for tonight. Then 
tomorrow I’ve got to get to Houston for a business appoint- 
ment in the morning.” 

“Where? We'll set up security.” 

“Can't tell that—your office may be bugged, remember? 
But I'll let you make arrangements for tonight if you insist.” 

Wilkerson shook his head and took a phone call. “No. 

Definitely not. Security too big a problem with a press 
conference. No. . . . All right—one reporter, one camera- 
man. My office. . . . Sorry, that’s the only way. You relay 
that to them and let ’em work it out among themselves. 
. . -. One hour, my conference room. Very: brief, you under- 
stand? . . . Good.” He set the phone down. 

“Joe, I hope you don’t mind. We need the goodwill of the 
media, and the people do have a right to know what’s going 
on.” 

“And the primaries come up next month.” 

Wilkerson grinned again. “Never underestimate a Cajun!” 

’ “Not this one, anyway.” 

“I won’t—before this is over you could probably have 
my job, if you wanted it. While we’re waiting, how about if 
I turn you over to the FBI and the federal narcs? They’re 
getting a little put out with me.” 

Wilkerson was talking to the cameraman when a deputy 
escorted Joe into the conference room. The D.A. came over 
to him and straightened Joe’s tie, checked his. hair and led 
him to a chair at the long polished wood table. 

“And Joe, wince every now and then and rub the shoulder, 
eh? Our jury is out there, you know.” 

“All right, P.T.” 

Wilkerson answered quite seriously, “Every politician is a 
frustrated showman, Devereaux.” 

Wilkerson guided the interview to touch the areas he knew 
would have the right effect on the public. If he could make 
a superhero of Joe Devereaux it would win his case; and if 
he could show how he was the protector of the hero, he 
would win reelection. 

As the interview went on, Joe grew weary of the pretense 
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and said to the interviewer, “Look, I didn’t do anything 
great. I was just tod bullheaded to sell out.and too scared to 
sit still. I’ve been frightened out of my mind for months now, 
knowing Maggio was after me. We’ve been running from 
port to port, hiding, selling cheap whenever we could, just to 
get enough to keep it all together. And I don’t see how that 
adds up to anything heroic.” 

Wilkerson took that statement and used it as proof that 
this man fought on despite all odds when it looked like no 
one cared, though all the while Wilkerson and his investi- 
gators were feverishly working against time to build the case 
they now had. “Galveston will not be Vice Island again— 
not while I’m in charge of prosecuting.” 

Later, at the motel, Joe bought a variety of newspapers and 
sat on the sofa to read about it. Goddam, that Wilkerson had 
him looking like some ridiculous white knight. The D.A. 
didn’t come off looking bad himself. Joe grew embarrassed 
treading the stuff. He threw down the papers and asked the 
deputy to switch on the television set. It was still more of the 
same, with the evening news on every channel. 

It was the first time Joe had ever sat back and looked at 
himself. He needed a haircut. The black hair was turning up 
over the edges of his shirt collar. The bruises looked like - 
hell. He grinned—he hadn’t realized how nice-looking he 
was. He had a nice smile, and he didn’t appear nervous. But 
his embarrassment at the things Wilkerson said showed. God! 
When would they let his Air Force career die? They ne- 
glected to mention he’d all but been run out of the military! 

After viewing the tape Joe was not really displeased, but 
he frowned, for he knew it made him seem much more than 
his own self-concept would approve. 


In Houston the next morning they stopped for breakfast 
and Joe made a phone call while the deputy ordered the 
food. Then Joe excused himself to go to the bathroom. He 
didn’t come back. His bags were gone, too, when the deputy 
ran out to the car, which Joe had suggested they park in 
the rear—for security. 

Jean opened her apartment door to Joe and his luggage and 
began crying at the sight of him. She took the bags and set 
them aside. When he sat down, her eyes searched him care- 
fully. 
aun all right, honey.” He put his arm around her. 


“Joe, oh, darling, I couldn’t believe all this. Are you all 
right, really? You're sure you’re safe now?” 

“I’m fine, honey. It was nothing at all like it was teported.” 

“Joe, you’ve been going through all this alone. Why?” — 

“I didn’t want you involved. I still don’t. I slipped away 
from my escort so we could have our weekend.” 

“Darling Joe, thank God you're all right.” She touched 
the bruises. : 

Joe slipped his arm out of the sling and tossed it aside, 
flexing his arm carefully. No more sling. He removed his 
shirt, and Jean kissed his shoulder. 

“If you had been shot, what would I have done?” The tears 
came again as she hugged him gently. 

“Jean, I love you so....” 

His shoulder was forgotten in the tender love they shared. 

Afterward there was no desire to move from the bed, to 
do anything except lie.naked in each other’s arms, content 
with the warm glow that neither had ever known, or would 
ever know again, except together. 

In the afternoon they drove away for their weekend at 
Holly Garden. Nothing could touch them now. 


Chapter Twenty-Eight 


Their weekend was cut short early on Sunday. When Joe saw 
the headlines in the papers reporting his disappearance, he 
called home to reassure his parents and then hurried off to 
find his boats. 
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They drove through the oil town of Lake Charles and 
headed east, then onto a shell road south. Joe kept glancing 
toward the swamps through which the Calcasieu River 
meandered. 

“Somewhere out there I’ve got a fleet of luggers’ riding 
high.” 

“You've had to hide your boats?” Jean had insisted on 
accompanying Joe, though he had explained his fears for her 
safety. He had agreed reluctantly, mostly because he couldn’t 
bear to be away from her. 

Silently, Jean watched him as his gaze alternated between’ 
the narrow shell road and the swamp, where he might get a 
glimpse of his boats. 

“7 don’t even know why I am looking. Papa Le Beau 
would hide them good.” 

“You love those boats, don’t you?” 

“More every day. The more the Maggot tries to take ’em 
from me, the more I like them.” 

“Maggot?” 

He laughed it off. “My mortal enemy.” 

Jean shuddered, and he put his arm around her, kissing 
her cheek. “Don’t fret, ma chére. With the indictments, la 
guerre est finie.” 

“Joe, do you realize that you’ve changed as we’ve driven 
south?” , 

“Can't help it. Wait until tonight. I'll take you to the 
rowdiest, ear-splittin’, foot-stompin’, musical beer bust we 
ever did see—a Cajun fais-dodo.” 

“T didn’t think these people liked to be called Cajun.” 

“All of them aren’t. Only those who came from Acadia 
way back when. But still, only another Cajun can call them 
Cajun!” 

“1'll remember that.” Again she sat quietly, listening to the 
wheels crunch. Her color was heightened when she asked 
him, “Joe, can a fais-dodo serve as a wedding party, too?” 

He looked at her and the laughter left his eyes. He stopped 
the car. “M’angelique? Are you saying you'll finally marry 
me?” , 

“Ves,” 

He held her face and kissed her gently, and that terrible 
exciting throb flowed through his loins. “I want more than 
anything to marry you.” His lips played with her ear as he 
whispered, “I love you—je Paimerai.” 

“And I will always love you.” 
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He looked at her with a deep caressing sadness. “Now it 
is Joe Devereaux who must deny himself, and tell you we | 
must wait, ma chére.” 

“Joe, my French lover.” 

“I’m sorry. I told you, it happens to me when I get close to 
my people.” 

“Your people. How wonderful it must be to belong to not 
just one, but two cultures.” 

“You speak as though you were an outsider.” 

“Always ainsi.” 

“Non. You are inside my heart, always; ainsi—you are 
not an outsider.” 

“I love the Frenchman as much as I do the Texan. To be 
loved by such a powerful combination!” 

He Jaughed and yanked her hair gently. “Ma jolie!” 

“T understand, Joe. Why you can’t marry me, I mean.” 

‘Tm afraid you don’t. ’'m afraid you will think I don’t 
want to marry you, when actually I do, desperately! But 
honey, they would try to get at me through my wife. That’s 
one reason why I stayed away so long. Jean, they’d stop at 
nothing to keep me from testifying.” 

“JT guess that’s why I want to marry you, because I’m so 
afraid of losing you. I want to hold onto you any way I can.” 

“Jean, I don’t want this mess to touch you. Or the twins. 
T shouldn’t even be bringing you down here. They have spies 
everywhere. Though my people are pretty close-mouthed.” 

As they continued their journey, Jean said little else. Joe 
explained, at the swing bridge across the intracoastal canal, 
that the forty-foot lugger passing through was an inside 
shrimper, a smaller version of his boats. 

“And across.this bridge is the original stomping grounds of 
the Devereaux clan.” 

She sat forward and observed the muddy water the boat 
had churned up, and the hamlet they approached. It seemed 
to be asleep, nestled in its setting of brilliant-green live oaks 
and cyprus, newly blooming red oleander, and a few scattered 
plum trees and dogwoods still blooming. A dog barked when 
Joe pulled into a decrepit gas station. 

The bearded proprietor came out looking suspiciously at 
the car with Texas plates. But then he saw Joe. “Le bon 
Major Dayvro! Comment ¢a va, mon ami!” 

“Just great, Baptiste. Et vous?” 


“Comme ci, comme ¢a, eh?” 
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“As always, ’ein?”. Joe was out of the car and had received 
a big embrace. “And what for you trapped this year, ol 
alligator face?” - 

“Come! I show you! Sweet sweet lil gas boat!” 

“Un moment.” He turned to Jean, whose eyes refiected 
his own excitement. “Be right back, honey. Can I get you a 
cold drink?” 

“No. Ill sit here and look around.” 

He patted her shoulder and turned to walk down behind 
the store with his friend. “Allons! Show me the new toy, ’ein?” 

Joe and Baptiste laughed, clasped each other’s shoulders 
and walked to. the landing where the new launch waited. 
After properly praising and asking the right horsepower 
questions Joe turned to his friend, his eyes now serious. 

“Mon ami, have there been strangers about?” 

“Non. I have been alert. Mais non. I see you white-and 
blue-luggers go by in the early fog yestiddy. All de mens, 
dey in town. Slip in quiet, they. I hear on de tel’vizon of you 
troubles. It is wid relief I see you face today.” . 

“Merci, Baptiste. I will be here tonight. Then tomorrow I 
go. We have a fais-dodo tonight, ’ein?” 

“Ah! Mais oui! And de grande soupe! Court bouillon on 
dirty rice, ’ein? And jambalaya wid de shwimps, and crawfish 
bisque and stewed chicken, and de import wine—and de 
cherry flip!” 

Joe marveled. “Une féte champétre! Il commence?” 

“Before dark! You go now to you house? You better make 
call at Le Beau or certain *ti’ bébé gone be angry wid youl” 

“Emilie? Why?” 

“*Cause she been worry herself sick, she. And dat redhead 
don’ gone help her feelin’s, mais non!” 

‘But Baptiste, you know I never gave Emilie cause to act 
so.” 

“Me, I know, but she got her tough Cajun head set for 
you.” 

“Tl call from the house.” 

Joe’s little cottage, fenced with white pickets, was an 
authentic antique replete with a garconniére upstairs in the 
attic that was never used now. In fact the steps up from the 
porch to those traditional boys’ quarters looked as ancient as 
the house, though there was a shiny cover of white paint 
that disguised its antiquity. 

he ushered Jean into the large living-dining-kitchen area. 
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“It’s an old house, hon. I needed a place to stay when I was 
here, so I bought this old ramshackle.” 

The interior of the cottage was painted all in an off-white, 
including the wooden floors. Joe had spent little money on 
it. Before the hearth was a rug of sewn-together muskrat 
pelts. The sofa and only comfortable chair were of brown 
leather; the dining table was thick oak, the straight chairs 
ladder backed. There was little else besides an old gas re- 
frigerator and a stove. He apologized. 

“T’m hardly ever here.” } 

“T love it! It has an atmosphere and you didn’t disturb it. I 
like that.” 

He squeezed her waist, grateful for her acceptance. “Here’s 
the bedroom.” 

There was only an old iron bedstead covered with a rich 
calico quilt, and a nineteenth-century dresser with marble 
top. “Most of the furniture, except the living room, came 
with the place.” 

“Joe, this is charming! I do love it!” 

“Thank you, ma’am. I’ve been staying here pretty regularly 
since I moved out of my apartment in. Galveston last No- 
vember. Though I’m seldom anywhere for very long.” 

Jean sat on the rusty-springed bed and giggled at its 
squawked protest. He sat beside her and cuddled her in his 
arms as they fell backward, laughing. 

He grew passionate and Jean found herself entwining with 
him, his legs and hers wrapped together, their bodies pressing 
to get closer. 

She murmured assent into his ear, and while his anxious 
fingers stumbled about the buttons of her blouse she watched 
his adoring brown eyes. She was fulfilled just from that look, 
which quieted her yearning. 

Dusk had settled, and they still lay beneath the quilt, 
content, neither having desire nor volition to leave it, happy 


to feel the warm naked flesh as they stretched their bodies 


against each other, pressing together still. 

“Jean, I live for the day when we sleep together every 
night. I'll never tire of it—of loving you till we’re both numb, 
and then lying peacefully the night through with you snug- 
gling up to me, and to awaken to the warmth of ma chére 
beside me. God! That’s heaven!” 

“I know.” 
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His hand admired the curves of her body beneath the 


quilt. 
She smiled. “I like that.” 
“T like it too...um...tIdo....” He lifted onto 


his elbow and kissed her; her legs encircled him playfully 
when he caressed her willing breasts. It happened so quickly 
that neither realized they were making love again until they 
were. 

A voice that he ignored called him as he thrust with Jean 
toward a conclusion. But it called again, and he heard the 
screen door open. 

“Toe? Mon cher? Where are you?” 

’ He threw back the covers and leaped to shut the bedroom 

door. Jean scrambled up and grabbed her clothes, retreating 
to the bathroom that had been attached to the house as a 
centuries-later afterthought. 

Joe put on his clothes, adjusting his pants to hide his 
pulsating problem. He walked out, buttoning his shirt, leaving 
the shirttail out. 

“Emilie!” 

“Joe! Oh, mon Dieu! Joe!” She leaped into his arms, a tiny 
lovely bundle. 

“Hey, what is this, young lady?” He laughed nervously. 

“J am no longer ma chére?” ‘ 

“Of course. Always. How have you been?” — 

“How have I... Joseph Devereaux! You are teched in 
the haid, n’est-ce pas? I have worry sick! And you say how 
you are, Em-lee!” 

“I’m sorry, honey.” 

‘Why you don’ call when you get to town, ’ein? You know 
me, Papa, Beau, we worry about you, us!” 

“Well, I’m fine.” 

“But the tel’vizon say. you are missing?” 

“Only from the deputy sheriff who was cramping my style.” 

“Cramp you style! Le bon Dieu! You avez la chance, you! 
Damn fool!” 

“Whoa! Whoa, ’tite chére.” 

’ “Mon Dieu!” When she turned to him again there were 
tears in her dark eyes. “Joe, I worry so bad about you. You 
are safe, you are well, non?” 

“Mais sho, bébé.” 

She collapsed on the sofa. “Grace 4 Dieu!” She looked at 
him, her lovely brown eyes full of adoration. “So! Le bon 
major est venu, him.” 
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“Mais oui. I am here.” He smiled and sat in the chair 
opposite. 

“No kiss your ’tite Emilie?” 

“But of course!” He stood up and danced lightly across to 
kiss her atop her curly head. 

“Dat is a kiss? Bah!” She stood up and reached her arms 
up about his neck, kissing him ardently. “Now, mon cher 
Joe, dat is a kiss! Can you do as well to me, ein?” 

He pulled away, his hands nervous on her petite shoulders. 
“Emilie, I brought someone with me.” 

“Yes. I see the fancy new auto.” 

“Emilie, I brought my fiancée.” 

“Fiancée?” She pulled away as though he’d struck her. 

“Qui, ma chére.” 

“Oh! I... oui...” She turned from him and walked 
to the door. 

‘Don’t you want to meet her?” 

“Oh. But I shall see her tonight. I must go now wid de 
other womens and finish prepare la grande soupe—a minuit 
we feast, ’ein?” 

“Oui.” 

She ran back and kissed his cheek, whispering, “Bon 
chance, mon cher.” Then she was gone into the twilight. 

Joe sat down in the big chair and cracked his knuckles. 
Jean came in softly as though afraid to intrude. He looked 
up and smiled, gesturing for her to sit on his lap. 

Her voice was gentle. “I heard, Joe—not on purpose. 
The old walls are thin. I’m sorry, Joe.” 

“She’s a sweet little girl. I hated like hell to hurt her. 
Emilie has just had this thing . . . she took me home like a 
stray dog one day and ever since then she just adopted me. 
Jean, I swear I never intended to encourage her.” 

“T understand.” 

“Do you really, honey?” 

“Yes. It would be difficult not to love you, Joe.” 

“You're my baby.” He held her close, but he still seemed 
disturbed as he absently patted her bottom. 
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Chapter Twenty-Nine 


“Somehow, this reminds me of fhe first time, you know? 
When we went to the Sidemen’s Cattlewalk?” 

Joe chuckled. “That was the Sidewalk Cattlemen’s. But it 
makes just about as much sense the way you said it, now 
that I think on it.” 

He parked her car and they looked the place over. “It 
used. to be the schoolhouse, but since they built the bridge 
the kids take the bus into Lake Charles.” 

“J see.” Her hand reached over to collect his. 

“Listen, lady. I don’t want you running off like you did 
that. other time, you hear? You’re the most beautiful gal here 
by far!” 

“Joe, they’re all so . . . short, aren’t they?” 

“Don’t worry about it. They don’t have any height re- 
strictions that I know of.” 

Jean giggled and squeezed his hand. 

“Are you sure my dress won’t be out of place? I had 
planned it for a concert, you recall!” 

_ “Ma belle dame! You look so sexy in green. All the Cajun 
mesdames will also turn green and then all the ladies will 
Wear green, n’est-ce pas?” 

“But it’s long. I see a lot of short skirts there.” 

Only the little flirts. The gracious ladies will wear long 
things.” 

“How gallant, my love!” 
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“C’est vrai.” 

“And thank you for wearing a tie so I won’t look a fool. 
T can see you'll be the only one.” 

“Come on now. We got up our courage, and if you need 
any more, just yell and I'll get you a cherry fiip. That'll make 
you forget all your troubles!” 

“Sounds interesting.” 

He held her close as they walked slowly to the entrance of 
the school, which stood beside a large old church edifice. 
She glimpsed a dark-hung bayou gulch behind. Jean shivered, 
but it wasn’t from the cold, for the evening was pleasant. 

He smiled. “Mon ’ti’ bébé! Don’t be afraid!” 

“I promise.” 

Joe remembered something and went back to the car a 
moment. When he rushed back to her he was stuffing a red 
bandana into his jacket pocket. 

“What in the world!” — 

“You'll see, hon!” - 

They were not to the door when Joe began greeting his 
friends in the same boisterous way they hailed him. He dis- 
played Jean boldly, proudly, in an overly gallant way that in- 
dicated to them his intentions. 

“Permettez-moi de presenter Madame Jean Iversen, ma 
belle fiancée.” 

“Allons! See this! Le grand major est take the bride!” 

“Big shrimp mans gone start big family, yes?” 

“Mais oui!” 

At the door he hesitated for the entrance. The accordion, 
the fiddle and the ’ti fers, the tinkling triangles which added 
time to the raucous exciting squall, all crescendoed in a grand 
and lively tune. Hands clapped in delight.and there were calls 
of “Le bon major—danse danse danse!” 

Before she could protest Joe grabbed Jean’s waist and 
yelled, “Here we go!” He skipped her across the floor in 
mighty strides, and she had difficulty keeping up with his 
dips and swirls that sent her skirts flying. 

The dance ended with a sudden stop of the music and a 
jolt. A wild Cajun yell filled the room, followed by echoes. 
Jean was amazed when Joe reared back his head and initiated 
the joyous pagan roar, then carried the yell long while the 
others yelped in support. He turned to her and hugged her 
close, shouting, “I love you!” But it was drowned in the din 
about them. 
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When the music began again she was still breathing deep. 
“Let’s sit this one out, please, Joe? My back needs to rest.” 

“Are you all right, Jeanie?” 

“Yes,” she lied. 

“Here. Let me introduce you around.” It was an inspec- 
tion tour about the room, and Jean was the one inspected. 
Her charm didn’t fail her, and though she won few friends 
she made no enemies—a very good start with the suspicious 
Cajuns. 

They turned back to the dancing. “Again we dance, ma 
chére?”’ 

“Mais non! My head still spins! Even the room is dizzy, 
n’est-ce pas?” 

He smiled and chucked her chin. “Are you having fun, 
honey?” 

“Very much.” They wrapped their arms about each other 
and patted feet to the rhythm and contentedly watched the 
dancers. 

“Look this ol’ man stand! Next he be play bourée wid 
Papa et Grandpére!” Beau slapped Joe on the back. 

“Beau! Glad to see you back! No weekend in Houston? 
Clear of the law?” 

“Dem laws know not fool wid dis Cajun. I been to Hous- 
ton and back already. Long story, short fuse. You: know 
Beau.” ; 

Joe did know the explosive little man, so he changed the 
subject. “Where’s Papa?” 

“He play dominoes or bourée or some other kind card 
games.” Beau was still sizing up Jean, who pressed under 
Joe’s wing in the light. of the scrutiny. “So dis you architect 
lady, *ein?” 

“Yes. Beau, this is my fiancée, Jean Iversen.” 

He took her hand “Oui. Madame.” He bowed and kissed 
her fingers. “Joe Dayvro!. You pick trés jolie bride, ’ein?” 

“Mais sho! What you expect, ’ein?” 

“What I expect?” He lifted an eyebrow at Joe. “It don’t 
matter none what I. expect, non.” : 

Joe didn’t answer. He began to look for Emilie, feeling 
her presence, knowing her dark eyes slashed him. He felt 
uneasy. ’ 

“Altons! Joe, I may danse wid you trés belle fille, ’ein?” 

Joe smiled and released Jean’s hand, which he’d been hold- 
ing tightly. “Do you feel up to it, honey?” 

She nodded and went reluctantly into Beau’s arms. 
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Noting her greater height, he said to Joe, “If I don’t get a 
black eye here!” 

Joe was embarrassed for Jean and wanted to snatch her 
back, because he realized Beau’s reference was to the fact 
that her breasts were the same level as Beau’s face. But they 
were gone in a twirl and he stood back to watch. Actually 
Jean was quite good in the capable little Cajun’s lead, and 
Beau held her respectfully, though a bit too close. At least 
his steps were not as long as Joe’s so she didn’t have to lean 
into him. When that dance was finally done she was wisked 
away by Baptiste. 

“So! Joe Devereaux! Your gigantesque madame seems to 
be showing wool-face Baptiste a good time, ’ein?” 

Joe smiled down at Emilie indulgently and then looked 
back at barrel-chested Baptiste, who also held Jean too close. 
“Good evening, Emilie.” 

“Mon cousin, he danse well wid her, ’ein?” 

“Yes, Emilie. He does. This is what you came to say to 
Joe Devereaux?” 

“Mais non. Danse wid Emilie?” 

“Of course.” ; 

She nestled beneath his arm. “Dat fit good, ’ein?” 

He smiled and they began to dance. 

For a long while each time the music would stop another 

“Might as well danse wid me. You fiancée; she gone again, 
Joe. 

“Might as well danse wid me. You fiancée, she gone again, 
she!” : 

“How many cousins you got, Emilie?” 

“Me, I got a plenty cousin, yes.” 

“I think more than a plenty.” 

“I need fresh air, Joe Dayvro. You promenade Emilie?’ 

He paused at the door and lit a cigarette, then allowed 
her arm in his. “Pretty night.” 

She stopped walking when they were in a corner with his 
back to the wall. “Why, Joe?’ She looked up at him, the 
light from the building casting an aura around her delicate 
olive skin that showed too much above the low-cut dress. 
Her hair gleamed in ringleted curls, her eyes loved him, and 
her lips parted. “Joe? I love you. Kiss me. Take me as your 
lover, tonight. I want only you to take the virginité from me.” 
She took his hands, placing one at her back, the other against 
her smal! firm breasts. “Be the one, Joe, who shows me what 
love can be?” 
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He jerked his hands away, ashamed that he’d appreciated 
the touch of her curves against his palm. “Emilie!” 

“Why not, Joe? You were in bed wid her, is it not so? 
When I came to your house.” 

“Emilie, you don’t realize what you're saying!” 

“Yes. Yes, I do!” She wrapped her slender arms around 
him, her head against his chest. “I know since I see you eat 
the crawfish in Breaux Bridge two years that I want you, big 
man. I want you. I can’t have you, but I can learn of love 
just once from this man que j’aime.” 

Someone approached, and Joe stood back into the shad- 
ows, drawing her with him: While they waited for the 
passerby she unbuttoned his shirt and nuzzled the hair at his 
chest. Her bright-pink nails found his nipple. 

He stood transfixed. “Emilie! Are you trying to seduce 
me?” 

“Yes! Me! I have been a good girl too long. Now I 
want you before you go from Emilie forever.” 

He felt his body responding to her inexperienced manipu- 
lations and to her pelvis swishing and bumping against him. 

“Stop it!” Emilie, damn it!” He pushed her away and but- 
toned his shirt, disconcerted. 

She began to cry and ran, but there were swings in the 
schoolyard that she stumbled against. She cursed Joe in spicy 
French and picked herself up, shrugging him away when he 
tried to help. : 

“You! Joe Dayvro! Go fuck yourself, you!” Her words 
became jumbled as she fiung her obscenities at him. 

“Here now! Slow down, girl. Slow down! Pas si vite!” 

She collapsed into his arms and cried. “Joe, I love you 
so! Why you can’t love me instead of that cow!” 

“Hush, ma *tite. No need to carry on so. You're just a 
spoiled bébé. You think you want Joe. But I’m too old for 
you, Emilie. Way too old.” 

“You fool! Cela ne fait rien!” ' 

“But it does matter, to me, Emilie, and it should to you.” 

“I will have twenty-one years in June!” 

“But Pll be thirty-four in February, chére.” 

“I care not, pas de tout!” 

“Emilie, you know you are special to me. But mon ’ti’ 
bébé, you must make yourself understand. I love Jean. I love 
her more than I ever thought I could love, and I will always 
love her.” ; 

Her tears came in new floods. 
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Baptiste, the big Cajun, and his cousins appreciated Jean, 
la jolie Texienne. Joe Dayvro as always had the good luck. 
But ‘tite Emilie wanted one more chance at her rich major. 
So he, Baptiste would see that she got it. And in the bargain 
he might capture this belle redhead, yes? She would keep the 
campboat warm in the wet cold trapper’s winter, ’ein? When 
a whisper to his ear told him that it was the time, he gal- 
lantly took Jean’s arm. 

“Come, ma belle chére, it is time we find Joe Dayvro and 
get some good air in the lungs, ’ein?” ; 

Jean smiled and assented, anxious to find Joe. It was late 
and her back ached miserably. “Where is Joe?” 

“He went wid Emilie also to get the air.” 

“Really?” She went along curiously, too tired to resist the 
tug of his powerful arm. 

They rounded the corner and Jean tried to pull away, 
breaking. his hold at the same time she saw Joe with Emilie 
in his arms. There was only the light from the streetlamp 
before the church, but it was enough. 

“Well. The plot thickens.” ‘ 

“Ah, bébé, don’t worry you. Come to Baptiste. I take care 
of you.” 

Jean’s voice was angry, and shaking from the night’s exer- 
tion. a: 

“Baptiste, you dishonor me. This jolie Texienne is no 
fool. You and your cousin Emilie have—” 

“Chére! Mais non! Do not upset you in dis way!” He 
drew back at sight of the intense anger in her eyes. Jean 
brushed the hair from her- face and glanced over to Joe, 
whose back was to them. 

“Merci, Baptiste. And congratulate yourself on a job well 
done.” 

“Mamselle, je regrette . . . forgive Baptiste. I am carried 
away, me, by your beauty. I love you, chére. Already in my 
heart is born amour for only you.” . 

She wrenched loose from his reach and walked away. The 
hedge between street and churchyard hid her from the school- 
house as she scurried down the sidewalk. A place to think, 
to decide . . . the church doors were always open here in 
this land of the faithful. The candles were a quiet invitation, 
lighting the baptismal font and the front pews. She ap- 
proached the front hesitantly, knowing she didn’t belong. 
Her hands touched the wooden altar and she stared into the 
candle wicks until they blurred. 
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Joe came in, pausing to watch her standing dejectedly, 
her hands polishing the wooden rail. Now what could he 
say? He’d hurt her again while trying not to hurt Emilie. 

“We been had, chére.” 

“Yes. I finally caught on, too.” 

“Emilie is a tough little Cajun.” 

“Yes. She must be.” 

“Jean, she started to cry. I was just trying to comfort her. 
She thinks she loves me, and I know how it hurts to lose 
someone you love.” 

“So do I.” 

“Please. Let’s not lose each other again, honey.” 

Jean nodded and he took her hand. 

“Before God, I love you and I always will.” 

“Before God, I love you.” 

Their lips touched in the candlelight and they left the 
church together. ‘ 

“Jean, I’ve already told you that I love you and want to 
marry you. Do you believe me?” 

She thought a moment, then the realization of the empty 
alternative came to her. “Yes . . . I believe you.” 

“Do you know it is because I fear for you that I don’t give 
you my name?” 

“Yes.” 2 

“Then tonight I am going sauter I’ balai with you. Jump 
the broomstick. It’s as good as a wedding except for. the 
priest. Come!” 

When they got inside the hall, Joe stopped in the doorway 
and tied the red handkerchief around his head grimly, then 
removed his coat and lay it on a maman’s lap. He led Jean 
to the dance floor and let out.a piercing Cajun yell; fiercely 
he swept her into the encircling dance. She could feel his 
anger in the rigidity of his. body and in his arms about her, 
but the tight grasp welcomely supported the shooting pain 
as they danced harder than anyone, and when the music 
stopped he yelled again. : 

“Ah-hooo! All you Cajun, give a listen to Dayvro! To- 
night ma jolie belle chére and Joe Dayvro are sauter !’ balai!” 
He jumped an imaginary broom and pulled her across. He 
looked around the room, bellicosely defiant. All was quiet 
for a moment, then the laughter rolled down upon them and 
the word was picked up and carried around the hall. 

“Te bon major est jump the broomstick wid madame!” 

An appropriate tune wheezed from the accordion and Joe 





whirled Jean around and around and around happily in a 
gay wedding dance, and everything else was forgotten, even 
her pain. 

They found there was no leaving the dancefloor because 
of the well-wishers. 

“M’sieu et Madame Dayvro!” 

“All the young girls cry them tonight!” 

“Madame Dayvro, you will come to supper one night, you 
and you husband, s’il plait?” 

“Ho, mon ami Dayvro and madame, may all you-troubles, 
they be little ones, ’ein?” 

Jean was totally confused at what all this meant, but she 
was captivated by the excitement. 

The crowd seemed to be moving without command in one 
mass to the adjoining room, where delicious aromas tanta- 
lized them. It was minuit—time for the midnight feasting at 
this La Belle Cajun fais-dodo. 

“Come m’sieu and madame! We celebrate the marriage! 
Not all fais-dodo have big eats, but us Belle Cajuns, we know 
how to enjoy, us!” 

‘Jean found a chance to whisper to him, “Joe? What do 
they mean, Monsieur and Madame Devereaux? We just got 
engaged, didn’t we?” 

He removed the bandana. “Jeanie, didn’t you understand, 
bébé? The red scarf is the engagement. The sauter I’ balai is 
@ marriage ceremony out in the boonies and swamps where 
the priest seldom goes.” 

“We are married?” 

He grinned. “To the Cajun, mais oui. Forever. Just like a 
church ceremony, sauter 1’ balai is honored by the Cajun 
peoples!” 

“My God!?’’. 

“You don’t like being Mrs. Joe Devereaux?” 

“It’s not that. Of course I want to be Mrs. Devereaux. 
But this...” 

He shrugged and grinned at her. “Jean! The people -who 
jump the broomstick are considered just as married as those 
who go into church. And honey, we did just promise before 
God, in a church, that we loved each other.” : 

She shook her head, confusion affecting her senses even as 
the wild dancing had done. 

Joe laughed and encircled her waist, pulling her back into 
the crowd. “We'll make it legal soon!” 

“Bride and groom be the honorees tonight, n’est-ce pas?” 
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“Come, Major Dayvro, Madame Dayvro. Fill you plate 
good, ’ein!” 

“Come on, Jeanie. Look at this.” 

A large table with white cloth was stacked with big pots 
and bowls, each from a different kitchen. The pungent dishes 
perfumed the cafeteria. 

“et me show you a Cajun féte to make your mouth set to 
watering. This is catfish court bouillon. It’s sometimes served 
over dirty rice, here.” 

“Dirty rice?” 

“Mais oui, madame. Jt have the spice to make it trés bon 
et delicious,” the sprightly woman behind the table an- 
nounced. 

“Trés bon, trés bon!” 

“Madame Dayvro! This our jambalaya—you know of it, 
yes?” 

“Of course. Jambalaya is famous, ’ein?” 

The women laughed and offered hands across-the table. 
Joe lifted back his head proudly as the ladies ail began to 
touch Jean and to offer her recipes and advice. 

Finally he took their food to a table and they began to 
feast. 

“Lord, Jean! Did you ever eat so good, ’ein?” 

“Never! Um! Joe, I’ve got to learn how to cook like this!” 

“You sure have, gal!” He grinned at her and said, “Hey. 
I’m. proud of you, hon. You’ve done something tonight that 
usually takes months to do, unless you have a French 
surname! And you're even beginning to learn gumbo French!” 

“Mais sho!” Jean laughed and kissed him. 
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Chapter Thirty 


His stomach was on the prowl early. Joe pulled back the 
covers and sat up, looking back at Jean in the dim light. He 
tangled his hand in her hair and kissed her, but there was 
not even a stir. He pulled the sheet up to her chin, then the 
quilt, patting her rump. 

Joe showered and dressed and made his chicory coffee 
before he drove down to Baptiste’s store for a paper. The 
early bus had dumped them on the steps. No one was 
around, but he heard the putt-putt sound of the new boat 
engine. Joe cut the stringed bundle and picked up a Lake 
Charles paper, swearing at the headline. 

“FBI on Case—Missing Shrimper,” and below, “Thought 
hid in La: swamps.” There was his picture again, with the 
shoulder sling and all patched up. Damn! They needed a new 
picture. Goddam good of the newspaper to tell Maggio where 
to find him! ; 


Missing now for over forty-eight hours is shrimper 
Joseph Devereaux, thirty-four, who is chief witness 
against an organized crime attempt to control the 
shrimp industry. Only one phone call has been received 
from Devereaux in twenty-four hours, according to state- 
ments released by the Nacogdoches sheriff's office. 
Devereaux’s family lives near that East Texas community. 
The FBI has been called into the search for the shrimp 
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fleet owner, who is the only person willing to testify in 
the bizarre case. ... . 


On and on it went with related stories on page two. Joe 
folded the paper under his arm and flipped a quarter onto the 
stack. Goddam, they’d find him soon and he was too close 
to the boats. They’d burn them for sure! Where in hell else 
was left to run? All his hideouts had been exposed. Jean 
would have to leave. This morning. Right now. 

From his front gate, Joe could smell breakfast, and he 
leaped across the weed-high yard and up onto the galerie 
happily. He pushed his worries and fears back for another 
hour. Jean smiled at him and continued with the scrambled 
eggs and bacon. 

“We're fixing to see how frozen bread does in French 
toast, darling.” 

“Hello, lady.” He wrapped his arms around her and kissed 
her ear. “I love you.” 

Jean set down the plate of bacon and put her arms around 
him. “Good morning! Breakfast’s nearly done. Are you 
hungry after that feast last night?” 

“Umm, if I remember correctly, I worked that off, didn’t 
J?’ 

“You remember correctly, and you owe me one.” 

He laughed, because every time she said something she 
considered brazen she would blush. 

It was soon obvious to Jean that despite his teasing some- 
thing was bothering Joe. When he pushed back his plate and 
frowned into the chicory coffee she spoke quietly. 

‘When should I leave? Right away, do you think?” 

“Can you actually read my mind?” 

“Well, I don’t see little people and boats running around in 
a little ol? microcosm, but sometimes I can sense what 
you're thinking—when you’re worried, and it concerns me.” 

“Jean, sometimes I think you’re, umm, a supernatural 
creature, or something.” 

_ He leaned back in the chair and lit a cigarette. Then he 
laid his hand atop hers on the table. “It’s been a perfect 
weekend, even with all my problems. I hate like hell for us 
to go our separate ways again.” 

“Is our marriage a balai breaking up so soon?” 

“Mais non! Mon dieu! Never! My heart is wed to yours 
forever. C’est vrai.” 

“Mon cher husband, by le bon dieu, je t’aimerai.” 
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Jean followed as he went into the living room, drying her 
hands. The paper was placed in her lap. She sighed and sat 
down on the rug stiffly to read them. “You made pages one 
and two. Can’t beat that.” ; 

“You'll have to leave right away, Jean, As you can see, they 
drew a road map to La Belle Cajun and my luggers. This is 
no longer a safe place.” 

“And you, Joe?” 

“T haven’t figured that out yet. I just want to see you 
out of it, first. I'll probably go upriver and stay on the Blue 
Angel. That way I can guard the boats.” 

“Go home with me! No one would ever look for you at 
my apartment. No one is even aware that we know each 
other!” 

“Jean, they might ... ah, hell, I just don’t know what 
to do.” : 

“Then it’s settled. We'll have a grand old time when I come 
home from work!” 

“Td be your gigolo, ’ein?” 

“Oh!” She tried to get up but needed his help. 

“Can't they fix your back, Jean? It bothers you all the - 
time, doesn’t it?” , 

“Only when I’m awake.” 

“Come on. I'll help you get your things together.” 

They heard a car door open. He looked through the screen 
door to see four men falling out of a new car. He pushed 
the wooden door to and locked it. 

“Get to the bedroom—push the latch and get dressed 
quickly. The forty-five is on the night stand!” 

She obeyed silently. Joe took a rifle from the mantel- 
piece and peeked cautiously through the drapes. The two 
already on the front porch had hands in their coats as if 
about to draw down. Through the kitchen window Joe saw 
the other two going for the back door. He stiffened, but the 
lock held when it was gently tried. 

Joe’s heart banged against his chest. The flimsy house 
wasn’t built to take a siege! They didn’t have a chance 
against four guns. But goddam, some of Maggio’s bastards 
would go with them! 

A fist bumped against the screen. 

“Yeah?” 

“Joseph Devereaux? FBI.” - ss 

“Stand back, hands clear, and hand me your credentials.” 
They did so as he opened the door, the .30-30 raised and 
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pointed. He wiggled his fingers for a closer look at the ID 
folders. Then he lowered the rifle and let out his breath, 
leaning against the door frame. Joe motioned with the 
lowered rifle. “Yall come in.” He put the gun back on the 
mantelpiece. 

“I’m Inspector Caldragon. This is Agent Rawlins. We’re 
here to place you in federal protective custody as a material 
Witness.” 

“You gotta be . . . no, E-guess you’re not.” 

“Could you come with us. peacefully? We can put you“in 
cuffs, but I prefer not to.” 

“ll get my things.” He knocked on the bedroom door, 
“Jeannie, let me in.” It opened quickly and he shut it behind 
him, leaning against it. 

“Joe?” 

“FBI. It’s okay, chére.” 

“What do they want?” 

He set his bag on the bed she’d already made. “Goddam 
protective custody.” 

“Jail?” 

“I doubt it. Probably a hotel, or motel. It won’t be for 
long. They’re rushing through the state trial. There’ll be few 
delays for legal maneuvering.” 

“I won’t be able to see you, then?” 

“No, dammit.” 

“Can you call me?” 

“T will if I can, though it will have to be handled cautiously. 
I don’t want anyone picking up on you.” 

“So... wesay goodbye again.” 

He nodded and held her close for a moment. Then they left 
the bedroom together, bags in hand. 

“Inspector Caldragon, My fiancée, Jean Iversen.” 

“Yes, ma’am, This is Agent Rawlins.” 

The younger agent nodded and took her bags. 

“That’s my car. The one outside.” 

He nodded again and took the cases out. 

“Inspector, do you think she'll be safe, driving back to 
Texas?” 

“The information we have is that they’re planning to move 
in on this place and on the trawlers you have hidden in the 
river. We have county deputies on that now. But I haven’t 
heard if they know about you, Mrs. Iversen.” 

“You called her Mrs:?” 

“Yes. License-plate check.” 
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Joe nodded. “I see. Could you keep the fact that she was 
with me from the news people, do you reckon?” 

“We can.” 

“Can I tell her where you’re taking me?” 

“Sorry. She’s better off not knowing.” 

Joe looked to Jean and exchanged a dismayed glance. 

“Will she be given any protection in case they try to get at 
me through her? And what about my folks?” 

“Your parents’ home has been under surveillance for sev- 
eral days by local authorities. We'll see that it continues. Mrs. 
Iversen, all you have to do is call and we'll be there.” 

She smiled and nodded. 

Joe broke a silence. “I’ll be right out, inspector.” 

The man shook his head and walked outside. 

Joe took her close. “What can I say? I love you. I’m glad 
we had.this weekend. It may be the last one, for a while. If I 
can get in touch with you--I mean, if it seems safe—I will. 
But if I can’t, don’t fret yourself, you hear?” 

“T love you, Joe. Please, please be careful.” 

The kiss lingered, because it was the last one. 


Chapter Thirty-One 


Jean got home in time for a happy Sunday dinner. Afterward, 
she watched the children run out to play, and said, “Oh, 
Neva. Those are the sweetest kids in the whole world.” 
“Pretty good children, I’Il have to admit.” 
“I should have stayed-home this weekend.” 
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“You needed some time to relax without any pressure—just 
beautiful music and flowers and no worries.” 

Jean turned away. “Yes.” 

‘Did you bring back any new azaleas? 

“T decided it would be more trouble than it was worth.” 

“Well, now that we’ve had dinner I'll show you the paper. 
It’s about Joe Devereaux.” They went into the living room, 
where the funnies were strewn. The housekeeper murmured, 
“How many times I’ve told them to pick up...” 

“Leave it, Neva. I’ll see to it the boys clean up after their 
own mess. They'll never learn any younger.” 

“Of course.” 

Since Jean didn’t react with surprise as she read the paper, 
Neva asked, “Aren’t you shocked, dear?” 

She looked up. “Neva, I saw Joe this weekend. He’s all 
right. The FBI took him into protective custody this morning.” 

Neva’s lips drew tight. “Is this what the long-planned 
weekend was all about?” 

“No! He just showed up.” 

“And you continued your affair?” - 

Jean threw the paper onto the couch. “Oh, Neva!” She 
rubbed her back as she walked to the window and leaned her 
head against the glass. 

“Jean, this thing with Joo—” 

“Neva. Please. Don’t start in on me.” 

“Jean, I just—” 

“Well, what did you think would happen? You knew I was 
attracted to him—and you knew I would be. You put the 
kettle on the fire.” 

“¥ wish I hadn’t.” 

“EF do too. God, how I wish I’d never heard of Joe Deve- 
reaux!” 

“You love him very much, don’t you dear.” 

“Yes. And I’m miserable.” 

“Why don’t you get married?” 

“You know the complications—my work, his work, his 
troubles, my troubles. Its unreal. And we’re caught in the 
middle and all we can do is snatch a few minutes together 
every now and then. Is that really so wrong?” 

Neva sighed and stood up. “No. But it is painful, isn’t it?” 

“Yes.” 

“Jean, I guess I'd better tell you—the office has been trying 
to get you since Saturday.” 

“Why didn’t you call me?” 
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“Because I thought you needed your weekend.” 

“Did they give any indication what it was all about?” 

“You'd think the whole place had collapsed. Mr. Fred 
Bartel himself was on the line.” 

“Uh-oh! Something’s happened!” 

“If they still need you they'll call again. I told them you'd 
be back early in the afternoon.” 

“T'd better call.” Jean went to her study; she took a deep 
breath before she picked up the receiver to dial. 

The voice that answered was a thunderous Fred's. 

“Good God, Jean! Where have you been? We've been 
trying to get hold of you since Friday afternoon. We've had 
government Officials in screaming all weekend! The govern- 
ment is reneging on its approval of our design changes! After 
all this time!” 

“Slow down, Mr. Bartel.” 

“Jean, you get on down here!” 

“Yes sir. I’m on my way. Is Andy with you?” 

“Yes. Andy!” 

His calm voice was an instant relief. “Hello, Jean.” 

“Andy, is it bad?” 

“Pretty grim. They’ve been at it all weekend. Someone big 
has decided against us, for whatever reason. Their hitting 
on the weekend is proof of that.” 

“Til be there in four hours at the outside.” 

“Let me send a jet—you’ll be here in an hour and a half. 
Will the county airport accommodate one?” 

“Probably—one of the small Lears, I think. Can you get a 
pilot on such short notice?” 

“Mine is at Hobby now. I'll contact him and he’ll be there 
by the time you get packed and to the airport.” 

As she put down the receiver she saw that one of the boys 
was beside her looking up with wide eyes. “You’re going 
again, aren’t you, Mother?” 

Jean sighed, started to pick him up, but was unable to, so 
with a wincing recognition of her back she sat in the chair 
by the phone and took him onto her lap. 

“My darling, darling Freddie. Mommy loves you so very, 
very much.” She cradled him close. 

“Why you gotta go?” 

“Honey, it’s Mother’s job. I work in Houston building 
some big tall buildings, and we have a problem.” 

He thought a moment of his alphabet blocks. “Is the 
building going to tumble, Mother?” 
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“Oh, dear God! I hope not!” 

He patted her face. “It’s all right, Mother. It’l! be all right.” 

“Honey? Get my bags and put them on the bed for me, 
will you?” 

“We just unpacked ’em!” 

“TI know.” 

“Okay. I'll get ’em again!” He ran up the stairs with a 
sense of urgency. 

She started up after him, but Karl arrested her legs. “T 
heard. I’m gonna miss you, Mommy.” 

Jean sat on the step beside him, hugging him. “Mommy 
has to work, my darling, to make the money to buy our 
food and pay the house note on this big ol’ home of ours.” 
She thought with a shudder of the even bigger home in 
Houston she had just purchased. 

“Mommy, couldn’t we get a littler house?” 

“We may have to, after tomorrow.” She frowned. 

“Mommy?” 

She saw the worry on his small face. “Don’t you worry, 
Karl my love. I was just kidding. Your daddy wanted us to 
have this home and we'll have it, always—as long as I can 
make enough money to pay for it. Here. Hug my neck and 
then we'll have to go upstairs. Would you help me pack? I 
have so much to do that I'll never get it all done without 
your help.” 
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Chapter Thirty-Two 


Andrew Bartel’s fury increased as he evaluated the happen- 
ings of the past weeks. For twelve days now the barrage had 
gone on—days and nights of constant attack from the good 
gentlemen of Washington, from newspaper headlines that 
cried scandal, from reporters; newscasters—Jean had been 
interviewed by them all. Even when she left her apartment 
early in the mornings and went home very late. they were 
there. She would smile and state her facts convincingly, 
honestiy; but they’d invariably word their questions in such 
a@ way as to suggest incompetence. . 

Though downplaying his position at Bartel, Andy watched 
like a hawk, still hovering near her as he’d done since it all 
started. His public-relations people had also been in on it 
from the beginning, but they had not made much headway 
in shielding Jean from the garbage that had been dumped 
on her—to the point that she now felt she was drowning in 
it. Andy had hoped that last week’s transfer of funds to the 
Committee for Reelection, and the other, lesser amounts, 
strategically placed, would have already brought a close to 
the investigation. The fact that Jean was in no Way wrong on 
this was not enough. 

And the limp that had nearly disappeared was growing 
steadily more pronounced. That little horseback jog she’d 
admitted to three weeks ago hadn’t helped. Observing her 
now, Andy could sense the excruciating pain her back gave 
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her—and the leg. As he’d suspected the nerve was pinched 
again. His diagnosis had been confirmed when he’d managed 
to get her off to Dr. Carpenter’s office. The sprain was healed 
enough-to take a chance on the heavy traction, but Jean was 
her own worst enemy-—stubbornly she refused to admit her- 
self to the hospital, despite the warnings. 

‘She appeared quite calm, waiting for the assembly hall at 

Bartel Tower to be set up for yet another press conference, 
but he saw beneath the pose. Her eyes were dull and encircled 
with a shade of gray that TV makeup couldn’t hide, and her 
posture was stifi—she hadn’t moved from that one position 
since she’d seated herself at the table. 
’ Tomorrow she would go into the hospital and that was 
that! Bartel would get an injunction of some sort stopping 
this harassment! But for the moment the thing to do was 
issue a statement reaffirming Bartel’s faith in its project di- 
rector. ; 

Andy whipped out his ever-present small notebook and 
began jotting down the declaration he would make as 
“spokesman” for the board of Bartel Construction Company 
—though Fred would defecate all over his two-hundred-dollar 
trousers. 

Andy’s attention was drawn reluctantly toward the red 
light and the voice droning on: “. . . in Houston, the seven- 
o’clock news. brings you this special press conference from 
Bartel Tower... .” 

A brief summary of the situation followed, and then the 
reporter announced: “First we’ll hear a short statement from 
each of the participants and then open the meeting for 
questions. We begin with the project director for. Bartel Con- 
struction Company, Jean Iversen.” 

Jean took a deep breath; as her head lifted, the pen became 
tightly clenched in her fist. The lines of her throat stood out 
in relief, protesting the clamp of her jaw as she attempted 
to-speak calmly. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, I will not again explain why we 
made the structural changes. You are all familiar with what 
we did, how we did it and why. And you know that it was 
all done with stamped approval from Washington. Bartel 
Construction Company has been subjected to an assault on 
its corporate. honesty and credibility, yet this firm has a posi- 
tion in the construction world second to none. I sincerely 
regret that my naive attempt to present a change that I still 
believe had no effect on the structural load capacity has 
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embarrassed this outstanding firm and cost it so much. I 
accept full responsibility for the specification changes, and 
for pushing the whole thing through. Mr. Fred Bartel put his 
faith in me, and now he is in the position of losing a great 
deat because of it: Therefore I am submitting my resignation, 
effective immediately, and I hope that this will remove the 
main obstacle to a reconciling of differences between HUD 
and Bartel. Thank you.” 

Aside to Fred she whispered, “My letter will be on your 
desk in the morning.” She didn’t look at Andy but quickly 
pushed back her chair with a smothered groan. 

As she stood up her face suddenly went colorless. Her 
head struck the table. as she collapsed to the floor. 

Andy threw back his chair and knelt beside her. She was 
rigid, her right hand still clenched around the pen, and her 
nose was bleeding profusely where it had hit the oak table. 

The large hall was instantly in pandemonium. Confusion 
abounded with shouted questions and flashes of light. And 
for only the second time he could remember, Fred Bartel 
saw panic in his nephew’s eyes. 

“Fred! Please! Get an ambulance!” Andy watched his uncle 
hurry away, then took his handkerchief and wiped at the 
blood. 

When he touched Jean’s face it was rigid. Paralysis! The 
word ripped through his brain, devastating him. He looked 
up and lashed at the people stumbling stupidly around her 
and at the scavengers circling around above with their flashes 
illuminating her shadowed features. 

“Goddam you! Get back, you bastards! Get away from 
her!” He stood up and started swinging to clear them away. 
The security police came alive then and assisted him. . . . 


- The next morning’s sun lay on him unperceived as Andy 
sat hunched in the hospital cafeteria and poured liquor from 
a flask into his coffee. 

“When I named you Noah, did I know the flood would be 
internal?” 

Without looking up he answered blandly, “Hello, Mother. 
When did you get back?” 

“Two weeks ago. And you’ve been where?” 

“You don’t read newspapers anymore?” 

“Oh, yes. I read. Fred Bartelman’s empire is about to 
crumble—with my money yet.” 

“No, I don’t think it'll collapse just yet. From what I read 
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this morning they’ve decided all they were doing was, quote, 
‘checking to ensure that the safety of the future occupants 
was not being jeopardized.’” He scowled as he drank. 

“And also I see Noah Bartelman looking like the -ass’s 
jawbone swinging at the newsmen.” She sat down. “You seem 
disturbed.” 

“Disturbed? I can’t imagine my being disturbed, Mother, 
simply because I’m sitting here waiting to learn if one of my 
most valued employees will be partially paralyzed.” 

“What?” 

“For some reason when Jean got up to leave the interview 
last night the sudden movement caused the disc to slip further 
and damage nerves. It affects her right leg. Carpenter’s re- 
pairing it now.” 

“Can he do it?” 

“He thinks so.” 

“I’m truly sorry, Noah. I’m aware that you care a great 
deal for her.” 

He looked at her and lit the imported cigarette she whipped 
out of her purse. 

“So here I am. I came to sit with you while you wait. This 
Jean has been lovely to me. When I was down to the office—” 

“To snoop, Mother?” 

“Well? With my money tied there I can’t snoop? And you 
were rude to hide from me that day. I’d been gone all winter.” 

He touched the lighter to his cigar. “Who said I hid?” 

“You? I know. But she was very kind to take time and 
show me what she is doing. Noah? She is, uh, a very bright 
girl. I wonder about her background. Is she Jewish?” 

“What does it matter?” 

“I thought that since you—”. 

“You assume too much.” He got up and went for fresh 
coffee. 

She studied her son and pouted while he was gone. He 
was tall and lithe and fair like his father and had the Bartel- 
man features, too. But he was much taller. And even more 
introverted and brooding than they, especially since little 
Jacob’s death. 

He returned and put the coffee mugs down, passing her 
the sugar as he sat. 

“Thank you.” She glanced sideways at him while she 
tapped. her spoon on the edge of the cup. “So. You are not 
interested in this Jean?” 
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“Interested?” He turned upon his mother that stare of 
alloyed ice and steel. 

It didn’t faze her. “Even in Europe I hear rumors flying 
that you and she—an affair is a polite way to put it. And of 
course since I’ve been back, well, it’s all one can read about.” 

“All right, Sara. Say what it is you have to say.” 

“Darling . . . ” She paused to brush a stray. lock of hair. 
from his forehead. “Class is a bitter word and very unpopular 
these days, though it is apppropriate at times. However, I'l! 
say it another way. Noah, ours is an old established family, 
and Jean is not in our league, if you see what I mean. Noah, 
your intentions toward this young woman—they don’t include 
matriage, do they?” 

He looked at her for a long time, and her large gray eyes 
held steady with his. When he did speak it appeared to take 
every particle of will he could puil from himself. 

“Sara, Jean has more class in her kneecap than you and 
all of your useless set have in your collective pampered and 
falsified totality. Don’t mistake money for nobility—which 
Bartel’s project director is the essense of. But you're right. 
Jean is not in our league. We don’t even come close.” 

“Well, I never said she wasn’t a lovely girl.” 

He didn’t answer. 

“It’s... well . . . you know, after your other disastrous 
marriage to a gentile—” 

“My two disastrous marriages—one gentile, one Jewish, 
both boring hollow-headed imbeciles—but both had class ac- 
cording to your definition.” 

“Oh! Elishba called last week. She’s still grieving, after all 
this time, I think. After all this time. But of course we all—” 

Andrew’s eyes sliced her. “Don’t!” 

“Mention my grandson? Your son?” 

“Sara, it’s been eleven years. I wish Elishba well. I wish 
Jacob were alive. Does that bring him back?” Andy got up 
and left without looking back at his mother. 


Dr. Carpenter changed from his green operating attire and 
went to a VIP waiting room empty of all but one occupant. 
He paused, dreading the encounter. The news was not what 
Bartel wanted to hear, and the young magnate intimidated 
even him, the chief of staff. It was Bartel’s coldness, or per- 
haps it was his magnetic glare—he looked into people, drew 
out what he wanted, and used it without so much as a thank 
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you. And he was not a man to cross even with circumstances: 
beyond one’s control. 

Carpenter shook his head and went out. “Mr. Bartel.” 

Andrew sprang to his feet. “Yes?” 

*Jt’s over. She’s in recovery.” 

14 ‘And?” 

’ “We did what we could—there was a certain amount of 
irreparable damage. But it isn’t as bad as you might think. 
First of all, she won’t have any more pain, except that 
associated with recuperation from surgery. But on the nega- 
tive side, the nerve impulses to certain muscles won’t be as 
quick as ‘is necessary for complete mobility. However, we'll 
have her in for physical therapy on a regular basis after she 
leaves here, in, oh, say ten days.” 

“You say it will take retraining the muscles to compensate 
for the nerve loss——physical therapy. Am I correct?” 

“Ves.” + 

“What is the primary factor here—time, or concentration 
of effort?” 

“For the first three weeks, time. Then effort is the key. 
The more she works the quicker complete control will be 
achieved.” d 

“Tf she stayed here for, say, six to eight weeks, and had a 
full-time therapy schedule, would that do it?” 

“Well, yes but—” 

“That’s the way it will be.” 

“Tt’s not really necessary that she be hospitalized. The 
cost—” ‘ 

“You know that’s not a consideration. I want you to per- 
sonally oversee her recuperation. Will you do that?” 

“TJ .. . all right. As long as you understand the implica- 
tions.” 

“I do. And since I’m paying, I’ll-insist on certain ground 
rules. She will have a suite that’s isolated, and I'll give you 
instructions for the therapists and attendants. She can have 
all the books and magazines she wants, but no newspapers, 
television, or phone, and no mail. When she’s ready to 
start her rigorous therapy schedule I want no visitors, even 
family, unless I personally bring them. Until that time her 
housekeeper and children may see her, but absolutely no one 
else. I want nothing that would pull her down emotionally. 
She’s to have no considerations except: full recovery.” 

“Have you considered the psychological implications on 
the patient’s recovery?” : 
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“You will tell her it’s your decision, that you know her 
affinity for involvement, and you want her involved only in 
getting well. If she thinks that’s the way it has to be, she'll 
adjust. She’s tough—she’s had enough of pain and debility 
and of being bled dry by others. I want her well!” 

“But Mr. Bartel, six weeks will help, but even with long 
hours of rigorous work it will take months.” : 

“You don’t know Jean—or me, for that matter. You get 
her back to normal, follow my suggestions, and Bartel Con- 
struction Company will add a specialized neuro wing—the 
Carpenter Complex, if you wish.” a 

The doctor was shocked. 

There was a contemptuous smile on Bartel’s face. “It’s not 
so unbelievable, Dr. Carpenter. I have power and the gall to 
use it to get what I want. I want Jean as she was, and ad- 
mittedly, there are certain elements I want phased out of her 
life.” 

“Bartel, I will have absolutely no part in making a prisoner 
of my own patient. No, sir!” 

“You wouldn’t except that you realize this is the best 
thing for your patient. You’re aware of her nature. She’s 
gullible, and—this is confidential—she’s got herself entangled 
with a Mafia figure. I intend to disentangle her, and to protect 
her.” 

“Mafia!” 

“Now do you understand?” 

“Yes. . . . Who is it?” 

“I'd rather not say. But it’s the big story this week.” 

“That business in Galveston?” 

Bartel said nothing. 

“But it doesn’t run true to character—her getting involved 
with that kind.” 

“Mrs. Iversen isn’t aware of who he is. I’d rather she didn’t 
find out until she’s well.” 

“Bartel, why are you this concerned with Mrs. Iversen’s 
tecovery?” 

“She’s a highly valued employee.” 

“And she’s beautiful.” 

Vas,” 

“But the world is full of beautiful women. You could have 
your pick.” 

“To purchase? No. This one’s unique.” 

“You can’t buy her, so you employ subterfuge.” 
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Bartel shrugged. “I’ve made no bones about my tactics, 
Carpenter. Whatever it takes to get what I want.” 

“IT knew there were men like you, but I’ve never run into 
one before.” 

“We understand each other.” 

Carpenter made his decision after several minutes of 
silent staring out the window while Bartel stood in the middle 
of the room, arms folded smugly. 

The doctor eventually turned to him. “Tll go along. I 
hope my motive is that—-as you say—it’s best considering 
her nature and not because of the Carpenter Wing. You will 
get a contract drawn up on that right away, won't you, 
Bartel? I would hate to be the one who had to tell our 
patient the truth about her noble employer.” 

“Oh? Perhaps now you see that I’m not such a rare breed, 
doctor?” 

“No. I suppose you're not.” 

As Carpenter watched Bartel lowe he felt disgusted with 
himself. Even now he admired the bastard, even though 
Bartel had just wrenched open the door to his own nature, 
and had forced him to look into his own seedy roomful of 
ambition. The alliance had been bonded because Bartel had 
proven the good doctor’s soul was no more scrupulous than 
Bartel’s—merely less candid. 
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Chapter Thirty-Three 


The trial was over. When the jury foreman announced the 
verdict, Joe sat in the courtroom and tried to understand 
why he felt no particular elation. Drained. And dead inside. 
Maggio had been convicted. Five to ten. But he’d -be out in 
two, if he went at all; and the bastard would be out on bail 
while the case was appealed. 

Joe sighed. He was not out of it. He was still marked. 
There would be other trials, too, where he’d have to tesitfy. 
The henchmen would have their day in court. The murder 
trial in Louisiana was set for August. Maybe the Feds could 
keep the Maggot too busy to think of Joe Devereaux. 

Joe’s eyes were drawn to Maggio, and he knew the little 
man had been staring. A grin spread across the meager lips 
and he blew Joe a kiss, then blinked and looked away. 

Devereaux, you stupid s.o.b., you really thought you could 
plow right in and put the murdering bastards out of com- 
mission, didn’t you? What’s it got for you? Nothing! 

A hand touched his shoulder and he saw that Emilie had 
moved quietly to his side. “Joe? It is all over!” 

“Think so?” 

’ “But of course! And Papa has brought the fleet in last 
night. They are unloaded and—” 

“He brought them in here, to Galveston?” 

“Yes. Here. Where else? It is safe now!” 

“I hope he’s got a buyer ready to take delivery. This 
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bunch isn’t through with me yet. I’ve already got my message 
on that.” 

“Message! What?” 

“Nothing. Who is Cap going to sell the shrimp to?” 

“He’s waiting to hear from you. He is not with me now. 
I come alone, when I hear the jury is in and I know you can 
come home. Yes, we will get you a room tonight where I have 
been staying. Then tomorrow we will all go home.” 

“Home?” ; 

“Tt’s been so long you've forgot?” Emilie asked. 

“Just about. Two months of being locked up in a hotel 
room!” | 

“But no more! Now my Joe is free to be with his Emilie, 
n’est-ce pas?” 

He smiled and didn’t say that it was not Emilie his whole 
being craved to see but Jean. All he’d been able to do was 
write letters and send flowers and receive word secondhand 
from Neva to Mary, but no answers from Jean. Seemed to 
him that she could have dictated a letter back. He wondered 
if she had received his letters. Bartel! He hated the name 
and the man! Couldn’t Jean see that the bastard’s money 
had bought her a prison cell right in the hospital? By now 
she should be well enough to see friends and family, yet 
Mary had commented that even Neva and the children 
had been allowed to visit only three times and then because 
the very kind Mr. Bartel had personally taken them up. The 
son of a bitch! Couldn’t they all see through his “kindness”? 
Was Joe Devereaux the only one who saw it? Perhaps soon 
Jean would be allowed to go home, and the first thing he’d 
do today would be to call her. Maybe with a miracle they 
could get together. Poor angel. Mary had said she was still 
limping, maybe always would. They would go away together! 
Boy, did they need that! God! He needed her! And in the 
future he wouldn’t go out with his fleet, but spend his time 
rebuilding his shambles of a business. Actually, things could 
be good now. Shrimp was at an unusual high, and plentiful, 
too. And every evening he would come home to Jean. 
Perhaps he could even persuade her to really marry him, 
since she wouldn’t be able to work again. 

“We can go now, Joe. The crowd has thinned. I parked out 
back, and I think we can slip us out that way.” Emilie 
pointed. 

But there were newsmen at the rear exit, too. Joe’s 
picture with Emilie at his side was on the front page of 
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every Texas paper that day, and the trial’s end had network 
coverage. . 


In the ten-o’clock quiet of his office Joe Devereaux put 
down the phone angrily for the fifth time. Goddammit! How 
could they keep a patient an absolute prisoner that way? 
Weren't there laws? Calm down, boy .. : according to 
Neva she’ll be home next week. You can see her then. Hell, 
you’ve got the inside track. The gal loves you. ‘ 

Neva had said Jean worked constantly and that maybe it 
had been best to isolate her. She would just have worried 
about things. It was good that shé hadn’t had to concern 
herself with his troubles. She had enough just trying to get 
well. If he’d been in Bartel’s place he would have done the 
same. But that was the goddam problem! He was not in 
Bartel’s place—Bartel was in his! 

The office door burst open, then was slammed as Emilie, 
Beau and Papa spilled into his office bringing a world of 
Cajun laughter and a big coconut cake, which Emilie set on 
his desk. 

Papa was lit. “Boy! Get you up off your can and make me 
some coffee! We celebrate sell them shwimps at good-good 
price today! Crews paid off and happy and you got money in 
the bank!” 

“Not so much, I’m afraid, but it’s a start.” 

“Bettah than befo!” 

Emilie put in, “You, Joe! Always looking on the bad 
side. Relax you and have some cake. Where’s your coffee pot, 


ein?” 


“Come on, little ’un. I'll show you.” 

As he stood up, a bullet ripped through the back of the 
chair he’d just vacated. It tore a molelike furrow through the 
desk top and slammed into the woodwork. ~ 

Joe knocked Emilie down and yelled to the others. He 
quieted her screams with a brusque hand over her mouth. 

“Be quiet! Listen!” 

There were the sounds of running footsteps on the shell 
outside. Goddam! Trapped! And only one measly .45 between 
them! Joe yanked the cord and the phone clanged to the floor. 
He dialed the O and yelled, “Joe Devereaux—get ...” No 
use. It was.dead. 

He threw it against the lamp and shattered the bulb. The 
move brought deep. blackness broken only by faint light from 
under the door. 
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Joe maneuvered Emilie under the desk and crawled over 
to Papa, who waited quiet and tense for Joe’s orders. 

“One gun, Papa. Maybe we can take some weapons from 
them if they come in one at a time.” 

The light from under the door disappeared. The master 
switch! Meant the bastards were inside the building! There 
was a scrudding sound as if one of the giant dock overheads 
was being slowly raised. : 

They were coming in one at a time. That might be an 
advantage. Probably think twice about shooting in the dark, 
for fear of hitting one of their own. 

The window. No. They would expect that. Joe crawled to 
the door with Papa and Beau behind him. When he’d 
opened it slightly and was ready to slip out he took the gun 
from his belt and pressed it into one of the hands beside him. 
There was a protesting tap, but he shrugged it off and with 
the flat of his hand against them gently made known the fact 
that he wanted them to stay and guard Emilie. 

Joe’s one advantage was that he knew his plant. He darted 
behind a shucking machine and sat. on his haunches waiting 
to hear the next sound. Dammit! All he heard was his own 
blood fighting against the confines of his brain. 

A footstep? He slowly lowered his ear to the wooden 
floor. Lots of footsteps. One was close. Moved toward him 
in the narrow space between wall and machine where Joe 
waited. Trip him? Then what? Wrestle? Not much room for 
that. The man might fall on him and have the advantage. 
The padded step was almost on him. Joe could see a shadow. 
Now! He threw himself against the lower torso of the figure, 
leading with an elbow that he hoped would find the man’s 
groin. It did. The man yelled out and raised his gun as he fell 
backward to the floor. 

Joe saw the flash and reached for it as his forearm found 
the man’s throat and pressed against it. The killer lost 
consciousness, releasing his automatic into Joe’s hand. 

It was the first man Joe had ever killed hand-to-hand, but 
there wasn’t time to think about it. The others would 
converge on the area where the shot had signaled. Joe felt 
quickly for more weapons and found a stiletto in the man’s 
boot. Grabbing it, he scrambled over the body and beneath 
the conveyor belt, which he used as a hidden highway. 

Gasoline! The plans apparently included murder and a fire 
to hide the evidence! He was near the overhead door they 
had used and relowered again. A dim light came from 
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beneath, where it hadn’t completely dropped. Fumes came 
from outside. If he could get close enough—maybe pop off a 
shot or two at the arsonists before they set torch to it all. He 
bellied across to the wall by the door and wormed into a 
position where he could see under it. The boats were to go 
first! If someone hadn’t been so eager with that first shot at 
him in the office, their plan would have worked. He would 
have run from the office to see about the blazing luggers, 
and all four of them, even Emilie, would’ve been wasted—still 
might! Maybe he could stop them before they doused all the 
boats. 

Joe aimed at a movement near one of the luggers and fired. 
Something clanked across the dock, and he heard a gurgle, 
then a splash. He aimed again, this time at the sound that he 
guessed was a gas can—its burning might draw them outside, 

He squeezed the trigger. The thud of the bullet hitting wood 
indicated that he had missed. He fired again at the cylindrical 
shape still rolling erratically. He hit it and it blew like a 
bomb, instantly setting torch to a nearby boat, which spread 
the flames quickly to the next and then the next gasoline- 
drenched hull. 

Joe sickened as he saw the sky blaze brighter each time 
a boat caught fire. 

Joe slunk into the corner, where the contrast of firelight 
and shadow hid him completely. 

One of the men got careless and moved out of hiding 
across the open floor toward the office, and Joe fired. The 
man went down. A shot from the right answered his, and 
Joe knew they’d figured out where he was. Trapped! If he 
moved from that corner the red glow coming under the door 
would spotlight him. He thought of the overhead track and 
reached up to find it. He lifted his knees at the same instant 
he changed his weight to his hands. The gun clanked once 
as he overhanded to the end of the track and fought to keep 
his hold and to keep his knees up to his chest. 

One man, who didn’t realize that he was silhouetted against 
the white freezer, inched along intent upon the corner where 
he thought Joe still waited. 

To get off a shot Joe knew it would have to be a quick one, 
and not likely to be accurate if he fired while holding on with 
one hand. He’d have to shoot and drop at the same time. 
Ten to one he’d miss. But his grip was loosening anyway. 
Joe released his left hand and leveled the gun at the figure; 
he hit the floor and rolled out of the light as he fired. Whether 
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or not he’d hit the mark he couldn’t tell. But shots were 
zinging in around him. Goddam! Any second they’d have 
him! 

An explosion shook the metal building and lit it for 
an instant. The glare from the exploding boat illuminated one 
half-hidden antagonist who was drowning in his own blood 
with Joe’s slug in his lung. 

_ They apparently realized it was only a matter of minutes 
until the whole place went. The remaining luggers were 
ready to blow, either one at a time or all together. The 
adversary began to get careless. As Joe slipped between two 
freezers, shots came at him from across the building. He 
fired once at the flashes, but panic made him miss. Those 
boats would explode momentarily, and the plant would be 
next. The gasoline storage tanks were even closer to the 
building. They would contain enough fumes to make a heli 
of a bomb when they went, and they were right outside the 
bulkhead across the plant from where he was wedged. Three 
shots in rapid succession came from that direction. All right! 
Hell, if it had to go he’d be the one who'd burn it down, 
by God, just as he’d done with the boats! He aimed the 
Beretta toward the area he estimated the tanks to be and 
fired. One shot, and then he clicked on an empty mag. 

Son of a bitch! Unarmed! Get back to the office! Get the 
other gun, lead the Le Beaus out. Maybe crawling low they 
could make it out of the plant by the entrance nearest 
the office. 

He squeezed behind the freezers and tried to listen as he 
struggled past the electric cords and grilles on the backs of 
the machines. There were no clear sounds to warn him of 
anyone close by because of the deafening noise of the 
exploding boats, which were going up a few minutes apart. 

Joe was suddenly squashed by a giant freezer which kicked 
back in recoil when the tanks went. Some fragment from the 
luggers’ sky-high disintegration had set them off. The wide 
expanse of roof fell in with a roar. 

Get the hell out! He managed to tilt the freezer back down 
and get from behind it. He stumbled through the smoke and 
debris, blinded, heading instinctively for the office. Some- 
thing zipped past that could have been a shell exploding in the 
fire—or it could have been someone aiming for him, but 
it didn’t matter. A bullet would be a kind death compared 
to this one if he didn’t move fast. The fire screamed around 
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him like a siren’s wail. The office was filled with smoke, 
and he could see nothing. 

“Emilie! Papa! Beau!” 

“Outside! Get you out! Emilie! Come back here!” 

Joe could hear her screaming his name, and he stumbled 
to the sound. He was knocked down and slid back inside on 
a rush of water. He crawled toward the source of the flood 
and wondered if the building was sinking. He got to his feet 
then and fell out the door, where he struggled against the 
rough hands that yanked him across the shell. He fought 
them even while they put the mask on him. 

The oxygen brought him to his senses, and he began to 
see the faces bent over him in the spotlighted glare. A 
fireman? And Emilie, He sat up and jerked the plastic away 
from his face. 

“Settle down, Joe. Everything fine now. It all okay.” 

Papa’s soothing voice began to have an effect on him, 
and Joe allowed the apparatus to be replaced over his face. 
He began to breathe deeply and gather himself. 

“Get him to the hospital.” 

He pulled his face clear. “No! I’m all right. Papa? Is it all 
gone? Every boat?” 

“All gone, Joe.” 

He said nothing but stood up, staggering before he caught 
his balance and leaned against a fire truck to watch his 
dreams disappear in a thunderous roll of black smoke heaving 
skyward. He watched until there was little but molten metal 
ash, and he wouldn’t have left then if he hadn’t been forced 
away. 

The rest of the night he spent at police headquarters an- 
swering questions and signing statements long after the 
Le Beaus were allowed to go to their motel. Five men of 
Maggio’s had died. The fire had made some identifications 
impossible for the present. ; 

All the while Joe sat and heard repeatedly how lucky he 
was to be alive he kept asking himself what was lucky about 
it. They might just as well have killed him—the insurance 
had all been canceled. He was ruined, pure and simple. It 
had all been for nothing. Nearly two years of fighting them 
had ended in his defeat. 

There was a taste of soot in his mouth as he finally stepped 
out into the wet breezy dawn. Then he realized that his car, 
too, was gone—and all his clothes. When he had left the 
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hotel for the final time yesterday afternoon he had put al- 
most everything he owned in the car. 

He hitched a ride with a newsman to a motel, where he 
showered and fell exhausted onto the bed and didn’t awaken 
till noon. It all clobbered him between the eyes the instant 
he woke up. Bam! Everything was gone! 

His clothes smelled of fire and death, but he had to put 
them back on. He noticed the scorches on his pants and 
shirt. It had been close. Wallet! And checkbook! Again he 
remembered. In his coat hanging at the office. The office 
that no longer existed. The reporter had paid for the room. 
Add that good Samaritan to the list of creditors he owed. 
: Joe sat down on the bed. Broke. No car. No clothes. He 

looked at the phone. He had a few friends, thank God. Who 
to call? The Le Beaus didn’t know where he was—and he 
didn’t remember where they were. If he could get to the 
bank, draw out some of the money he’d put in yesterday .. . 

‘He needed a shave and he wanted a cup of coffee—and 
food! He shook his head as he counted the change in his 
pocket—twenty, thirty-one cents. He called a cab and went 
by the bank where his meager reserves were stored; but there 
was no: business now to need a reserve for. And that pitiful 
sum, about three thousand, would be attached, perhaps. Well, 
he had to have it. Had to live until he could -find a job. 
Where could he find a job to cover the hundred thousand 
still owed on the plant? Correction—the pile of ashes. And 
the huge credit-card bills? God! How much did he owe? 

He had to tell the cabbie to wait until he cashed a check. 
The man looked at him funny, but nodded. Joe went first 
to the loan officer who’d served his account. 

“Toe Devereaux! I read about it this morning! You all 
right?” The man’s eyes quickly appraised him. “Sit down 
here! Can I get you some coffee?” ; 

“Please.” Joe retrieved his hand from the banker’s grip 
and sat wearily. While waiting he noticed that people -were 
staring at him from beyond the glass-encased office. He 
looked down at his hands, though he wasn’t aware that he 
cracked his knuckles repeatedly. 

The loan officer and a man Joe recognized as the bank 
president entered the office. He stood up to receive the man’s 
outstretched hand. 

“Mr. Devereaux. How are you? Lord, you’re fortunate 
to be alive! Nothing left. That’s awful! After all you’ve 
done!” 
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“Joe, tell us about it. Was it really like that write-up in 
the paper. A real honest-to-God shoot-out?” 

“T guess you could call it that.” 

“Well,. tell us about it.” 

“I know you'll find this hard to believe, but I don’t re- 
‘member much. Maybe after a time my mind will start work- 
ing again and it’ll come back. But I wanted to talk to you 
about the loan I still owe on. As you probably know, every- 
thing’s gone but the site and—” 

“Joe, don’t worry about it. The loan was insured.” The 
bank officer smiled as he saw Joe sink back in his chair. 

“God, I’m glad to hear that!” 

“You know all our loans are insured. The premiums are 
included in the note.” 

“IT know, but I was afraid to hope. Everything else seems 
to have gone against me lately.” 

“You've had a hard row to hoe, Mr. Devereaux, but things 
are bound to get better. And the land is worth quite a lot 
now. With those oil-drilling rigs setting wp near your place, 
you can get a good price for those fifteen waterfront acres.” 

“Are they good enough for collateral on a rebuilding 
loan?” 

The president stood up, and Joe did also. 

“Mr. Devereaux, I’m glad to see you're all right. I'll just 
leave you two to discuss your business. Good day.” 

The man’s abrupt move signaled what Joe knew would 
be a negative reaction to his request. 

“Joe, about that rebuilding loan . . . won’t you sit back 
down? Let me try and explain our position here.” The officer 
frowned and reared back in the chair. “The land is worth 
roughly a hundred and fifty thousand—you got a terrific buy 
there—and that’s good collateral, especially if they strike oil 
next door. But to rebuild just what you had would take 
roughly a million-dollar investment. Inflation, you know. 
What cost a quarter mil to build twenty years ago, well . . . 
Anyway, right now, Joe, after this, well, frankly, Joe, our di- 
rectors would turn you down if I presented it to them. Not 
because of you—you’ve got a good record with us, all things 
considered. But frankly, Joe, this mob won’t . . . well, Joe 

. at this time, until you’re clear of this thing, we’d con- 
sider another venture with you a poor risk. And I hate like 
hell to have to tell you this. You deserve better, and maybe 
soon things will look different and we can consider it.” . 
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Joe stood up. “Thank you for taking the time to talk to 
me.” 

“My pleasure, Joe. Where can we get hold of you now? 
There'll be papers to sign, I’m sure.” 

“T’ll have to call you on that. [li probably get an apart- 
ment in Houston soon.” 

“Of course! Of course!” 

Joe left three hundred in the account and went back: out 
into the hot afternoon to pay the cab. Well, he couldn’t blame 
the bank. They really couldn’t afford to invest in a marked 
man... a dead man. 


On the third phone call, Joe found the motel where the 
Le Beaus were staying. He assured them that he was fine 
and accepted their command to come over. 

Emilie drove him to Houston next morning, and he took 
the first furnished apartment they looked at. She also took 
him shopping for the things he’d have to have for his. new 
“home.” When the shopping mall closed at nine the car was 
packed full. Emilie jabbered delightly; he sat quietly not 
hearing her, hardly aware of where he was or what he was 
doing. 

The next day he remembered going to sleep on the couch 
and giving her the bed. He didn’t remember that it was not 
the sleeping situation she would have preferred. They went 
out to breakfast and he made arrangements for a phone. She 
waited in the car while he went in to have another dozen 
roses and a note sent to Jean at the hospital. While the florist 
was writing up the order, Joe called Neva to hear that Jean 
would be home Sunday. 

_ Three days! He was smiling when he took a single yellow 
rose in a bud vase and handed it to Emilie. 

She glowed. “Joe! You remember how I love yellow! 
Merci, mon cher!” 

“My pleasure.” 

During the three days until he could be with Jean, Joe 
helped the Le Beaus set up housekeeping in Houston. Papa 
had protested, but. ’tite Emilie had prevailed. Papa would 
need a job, and Houston had lots of jobs. This was true for 
Beau, too. And Joe needed his friends close, now. So there 
was no question. It was settled. They moved in across the 
court from him after he’d helped them U-Haul the neces- 
sities up from Cajun. 

Sunday, Joe borrowed their car and drove to the hospital, 
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hoping to take Jean home. He hadn’t expected a crowd at 
the door where she was wheeled out. News cameras, doctors 
and nurses . 

He pushed through, but she didn’t see him when she went 
by. God, she was thinner. And tearful over a bouquet of 
roses she’d received. At the end of the covered walk the crowd 
moved back for her, and Joe saw that it was Bartel’s white 
Cadillac she was being taken to. Bartel stepped forward and 
opened the door, taking over the task of helping her into the 
car. 

Jean turned and said something to the people gathered 
around her, but Joe couldn’t hear. But the beauty of her smile 
was as bright as always. Then she was gone. 

Joe left hurriedly, brushing aside a reporter who Tecog- 
nized and attempted to question him. It was very late and he 
was drunk when he brought the Le Beau car home. He didn’t 
even remember, when he came to Monday afternoon, that 
he’d promised to take Emilie and a group of friends out to 
celebrate her twenty-first birthday that night. 


Chapter Thirty-Four 


The boys were tucked in bed and Jean propped herself up 
on her own bed with pillows, sighing happily. It was pleasant, 
luxuriously so, to be in the beautiful new home she had bought 
for them in Houston, before her collapse. No more hospitals. 
Jean smiled, remembering the welcome-home party Neva and 
the boys arranged, and their concern for her. 
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She shifted through the mail from Joe, which had been 
separated from her other mail by Neva. Seven weeks with no 
phone calls, no contact . . . rather a severe sentence. Andy 
had said of her confinement: “Complete rest means just that!” 

Twice she read Joe’s notes about the trial and how he 
missed her. But they grew more reserved as she went through 
rereading them; on the surface they seemed warm, yet there 
was a message between the lines of his discouragement, hope- 
lessness, then finally the business destroyed. Even though 
Maggio had been convicted, it was dear Joe who’d lost every- 
thing. Jean lay her head back and sighed. He’d needed her 
and she hadn’t been able to help him, even to talk to him. My 
darling Joe. She dialed the number of his apartment, glad that 
he was in Houston now. 

“Hello.” 

“fs .. . is this Joe Devereaux’s apartment?” 

SONGS ana 

“Oh, well, this is Jean Iversen. Is Joe there?” 

“No. He has gone out. This is Emilie Le Beau. May I take 
a message?” ; 

“T guess so. Could you tell him that I called? He wrote 
me and sent flowers: I wanted to talk to him, to explain that 
1 wasn’t allowed to see my mail until today. I’ve been 
quarantined, you might say.” 

“I see. Well, I'll tell him that for you.” 

.“Could you give him my phone number?” 

Jean gave her the number. “Please ask him to call when- 
ever he can.” 

“I will—but he is very busy.” 

“Yes. I suppose he is.” 

“He is giving me a birthday party tomorrow. Would you 
like to come?” 

“How nice. Yes, if you... yes. I would like to come.” 

“I have twenty-one years tomorrow!” 

“Congratulations. Where’s the party?” 

“Tt will be at a night club. I will be legal there now!” She 
laughed. “It is the Gilley’s Club. You know it?” 

“Don’t believe I do.” 

*T choose it because it is wild there and much fun.” 

“Tt sounds fun. Thank you for inviting me. And Emilie? 
What sort of dress?” ; / 

“My dress? It will be a red blouse and a long red skirt.” 

“You'll be very pretty.” 

“You cannot dance, is this not so?” 
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“No, not much, I’m afraid.” 

“That is too bad. But Joe and I will see you tomorrow 
night.” 

A feeling—one of the premonitions that were seldom 
wrong-——wandered down the corridors of Jean’s mind, though 
she refused to admit it. All compartments were already over- 
flowing with regret, sorrow, pain. God, no more—please. 

But it wouldn’t leave. It kept knocking and calling, a 
shrouded messenger announcing that Joe was a lost cause. 
Joe would take Emilie. Joe would turn his back on Jean and 
her crippled body. 

She cried until the induced blackness from a sleeping pill 
took over. Next morning, she woke up, determined and im- 
mediately went into her exercise routine. But as she pro- 
ceeded, frustration, her chief enemy, took over until she 
eventually just sat on the floor remembering herself at twenty- 
one: 

Concerned only with becoming an architect and engineer 
so that she could help build a better world! A better world! 
She couldn’t even control her legs! 

Neva came in, paused, then came over to her and sat on a 
chair close by. She observed the tears, the thin, pajama-clad 
body, the frustrated scowl. 

“Each day it gets better. Remember. yesterday? And the 
days before that? Just keep your perspective, dear.” 

' “Oh, Neva, I’m so discouraged.” 

“Jean, what else is it?” 

Neva listened patiently, then measured her words. “Dear, 
you've lost before. You'll lose again. Life is like that. But the 
world will not come to an end if Joe chooses another woman. 
Make your mind up to that, and then you can cope with 
whichever direction it takes.” 

“TI know you're right, but—” 

“Honey, sometimes the current is too swift and we have 
to just manage to float and be carried along, our only concern 
survival, and not what we’d like. If Joe died, you’d accept 
that, just as you finally accepted Karl’s death. And, dear, if 
you losé him, perhaps you never really had him.” 

_ “T guess I’d rather know he was happy with another woman 
than for him to be . . . Then at least one of us might be 
happy.” 

“Jean, you cannot allow yourself to be hurt anymore. There 
comes a time when you have to protect yourself, because if 
you don’t survive you won’t be able to help anyone. This is 
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a time for you to regroup, to heal, and that has to be your 
main concern. Not only for your sake, but for all of us. We 
need you, dear. And if our dearest Joe Devereaux chooses an- 
other over you it will be his loss more than yours, darling.” 
Neva left silently, and Jean sat with her head on-her knees, 
the strain of the back brace tight on the ribs beneath her 
breasts. She didn’t cry, but she sat there for a long time. 


That evening at seven, faithfyl Neva came in to admire 
Jean in her new dress. “Oh, yes! I knew that deep blue would 
be good on you. Jean, you look like a Greek goddess, so 
straight and tall. Despite what you think, your diligence has 
paid off.” 

“With this brace I have no choice but to stand straight.” 

“The flowing back hides that entirely. I want you to go to 
the party and have a wonderful time. Does Andy know 
about it?” 

“No. Why?” 

“He’s downstairs.” 

“What? I wasn’t expecting him.” ; 

“Tet him go with you. He’s earned the right to go to a 
party. He has been very faithful to you, Jean.” ~ 

“Yes. He has. Andy is very special, but—” 

“You really can’t go to a night club unescorted, Jean. I 
won't hear of it. Besides, I’m not sure you’re at all strong 
enough yet to go out alone.” 

“Which is what you're really worried about.” 

“Yes, dear.” 

“All right, Neva.” 

Andy was bending over the coffee table flicking an ash from 
his cheroot. He straightened. 

“Well, well. Look at you.” He placed the cigar in the ash 
tray and started toward her. 

“Wait there. Tell me if I’m better.” 

She smiled as she walked to him not looking at her feet, 
carrying the cane rather than leaning on it. © 

He hugged her. “I am proud of you!” 

“Thank you, sir.” 

“Do you mind my popping in to see you? I have to leave 
town again and I wanted to say goodbye. We have finally 
settled with the government investigators and satisfied them 
that your specifications were correct—a little money in the 
right places helped, of course. Anyway that is out of the way 
and I’ve got to attend to other things.” 
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“T am so relieved about the investigation. I thought it was 
a push for political reasons rather than real ones, but it was 
still harmful.” She looked up at him. “So, you’re going off 
again. You are gone most of the time.” — 

“Do you mind?” 

“Of course I do. I don’t suppose that you can take me to 
a party tonight, could you?” 

“Well, yes. If you are sure you're up to it.” 

She tried to make light of the situation, “Joe Devereaux 
is giving a party for one of his girlfriends, and lucky me, I 
got invited.” 

“What?” : 

“She invited me. I called to thank him for the roses and 
cards, but he was out. She was there.” 

Andy searched her face. “And you didn’t. mind her being 
there?” 

“What could I do? Joe and I haven’t been allowed to 
communicate with each other for over two months now. And 
this little gal’s been after him hot and heavy for a long time.” 

“Do you really think you ought to go?” 

“I want to. see him, Andy.” 

He turned his back and looked at the blank wall over the 
hearth. : 

“Do you love him, then?” 

“Ves,” 

He turned. “Then we'll go to the party. It’s a fantastic 
night out, breezy, warm. And Jean, you are beautiful to- 
night.” 

_ “Thank you! And as always you’re impeccably handsome.” 

“Lot of good it does me.” 

She smiled and put her arm in his. They walked to the 
back, where the boys were splashing in the pool beneath the 
watchful eyes of the Bailys, the English couple Neva had 
brought over from England when they’d moved to the big 
Houston house. 

“See you later, alligator!” 

“Hey, Mom! After while, cracker doll!” 

“Freddie? Goodbye, honey.” 

“Watch me dive first?” 

Jean laughed as he belly-splashed and came up grinning. 
“Beautiful! Wonderful?’ She spoke to the Bailys as Andy 
escorted her through the back garden and around to the 
drive. 
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“Andrew, I love this home so much! Thank you so much 
for helping me find it.” 

“T have a friend in the furniture business. What if I have 
him send you catalogs? I noticed you’ve a ways to go with dec- 
orating.” 

“Wonderful! You seem to know all the right people.” 

“Are you joking? I am all the right people.” 


Chapter Thirty-Five 


As they entered the nightclub, Jean could tell, even across 
the smoky room, that Joe was extremely drunk. 

She excused herself from Andy’s side and walked over to 
meet Joe without using her cane. Joe opened his arms and 
she went into them. 

His eyes closed as he felt a warm drop against his check. 
After.a moment they looked closely at each other. No words 
crossed the inches. Only their eyes spoke, both tinged with 
hurt, distrust; hers naked in their love, his adoring yet cruel. 

“Joe?” Her voice was a perfumed song he inhaled, but the 
gentleness it evoked vanished with a glimpse of Andy over 
her shoulder watching possessively. 

“Jean? You finally got a message past your bodyguard, 
honey?” ' 

“What do you mean? And hello to you, too.” 

“I’m a little inebriated. We got a party going over there. 
You want to join us?” 

She glanced past him and saw the table with Emilie in the 
red dress. “No, I think not. Can you and I talk, maybe?” 
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“Why sure.” He began to sway to the music, leading her 
in a gentle movement. “How have you been, Jeanie? ... 
I'm sorry. That was not too appropriate.” 

.“T'm fine, Joe. I got out of the hospital yesterday. And 
congratulations. The trial’s over and you won. But I was so 
sad to hear about your business, darling.” 

His grip tightened but he said nothing. 

“Joe, I got all of your wonderful letters yesterday, and al- 
teady I’ve read them over and over. They’re so beautiful.” 

“You didn’t get them till yesterday? I guess your watchdog 
saw to that. He’s sure got you sewed up. Right where he 
Wants you, it seems to me.” 

“If you mean Andy, you're wrong, Joe. The doctors 
wouldn’t let me have mail or anything. I got your cards yes- 
terday.” 

“Any red roses?” 

“Yes—several times—but no card. I’d hoped they were 
from you.” 

He snorted. “How about. that?” 

“Darling, it’s all been so awful. Everything that could have 
gone wrong has.” 

“Are you getting tired, Jean?” The music stopped, but they 
still swayed to their own music. 

“A little, but I don’t want to turn you loose. Every time 
I do you disappear for months at a time.” 

“Let’s go somewhere and talk.” 

“Wonderful. Could you come by my house? I’ll leave now 
and—” 

“Let’s go together.” - 

“Darling, I can’t.” 

“The son of a bitch?” 

“Joe, you’re just being bad, now. Andy is my friend.” 

“Hell, honey. He’s your keeper. You haven’t made a move 
in six months without his being there. And he’s been check- 
ing up on me, too.” 

“We work together, Joc. I honestly don’t see him nearly 
as often as you think.” 

“Shit!” i 

“Honey, stop it, please! This is the first time we've seen 
‘each other in months. Let’s not spoil it, please?” 

“Why did you bring him here?” 

“I’m still a little woozy and I haven’t driven in so long. 
He offered to bring me.” 

“Isn’t he sweet?” 
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“Not particularly—but then he’s not as ornery as you're 
acting, sweet Joe.” 

He took the tease seriously. “Ornery! Hell, you want to 
see ornery, I'll show you ornery. Pl break: that bastard’s 
head!” 

“Shh! I was just joking! Listen, Joe, why don’t you come 
to the house later, after your party! I live in Houston now.” 

“Where?” 

She hesitated, fearful of his reaction. “Do you know where 
River Oaks is?” 

“Hooh!” He stepped back. “You're flying too high for this 
old Cajun!” 

“Come on, now. It’s on the fringe, but nice.” 

“Honey, I can’t afford you any more. Guess you'll have to 
stay with your big-shot millionaire.” 

“He’s not a millionaire. He’s a lawyer, and I bought the 
house at a bargain as a really good investment. When Hous- 
ton comes to its senses my home will be . . . Besides, what’s 
the difference, anyhow? You loved me when I was as good as 
broke, you might say.” 

“Tl always love you, hon... always and always. But, 
baby, I’m the one broke now. Everything is gone. Did you 
hear about the fire? Day the trail ended. The boats were 
in... and Maggio had incen—incenry—fire bombs. All 
gone. Jean, I got nothing.” 

“You’ve got me.” 

“You? God; I wish I did!” 

“Joe, don’t punish me like this. Don’t you think I’ve suf- 
fered enough for my little bit of success?” 

“We've all been suffering with your success. Hell, I wish 
you'd never got the damn job. Then we might be poor to- 
gether, but we’d be happy.” 

‘Marling, I’m building for the poor, and I can testify that 
poverty does not bring happiness. Please, Joe, come to the 
house so we can talk.” ; 

“Hell! Your watchdog would find a way to squelch that!” 

“Leave him out of it. We’re talking about you and me, 
Joe. Not a man I work with—sometimes.” Jean rubbed her 
back and sighed. “Joe, I’m tired. I love you and I always will. 
Call me later tonight. Emilie has the number.” She turned 
and walked haltingly back to a table where Bartel stood wait- 
ing. 

Joe caught up with her. “Jean! Wait!” 
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Bartel was beside her, his arm on her shoulder. Joe 
knocked the hand away and turned her to face him. 

“There must be some way. Maybe we could—” 

“Jean, we'd better leave. He’s upset you. Devereaux, call 
her tomorrow wher you’ve made up your mind. Jean’s been 
a very. sick girl and she doesn’t need this.” : 

“It’s all right, Andy. Please. Wait for ‘me in the car?” 

Bartel clamped his jaw and sat down. “I'll wait here.” 

“Jean—do you think is there really any chance for us?” 
Joe asked: , 

“Come over to the house when you're free and we'll work 
it out.” : 

“‘T’ve got to know now.” : 

“What do you want me to say?” 

Joe looked over to where Bartel smoked his cigar and 
frowned into his beer. 

“I want you to say you love me, and tell the son of a bitch 
to quit interfering in your life. I can take care of you... 
somehow.” 

“Joe, I love you. You know it, and he knows it.” 

Andy looked up at her sharply and began tapping the 
table top. “Jean, don’t humiliate yourself like this.” He stood 
up. “Devereaux, there’s a time and a place. This girl’s just 
come out of a bitchy situation. Do as she’s requested. Come 
over to her house to continue this private discussion.” 

“You'll be there to referee?” 

“If Jean needs me there.” ? 

Joe took Jean’s hand. “I’m sorry, Jeanie. I'll call you to- 
morrow. And darling, I’m sorry.” 

“It’s all right, Joe. I understand.” 

“Til call you—” 

“Yes, you call her! You can finish cutting her up into 
little pieces.” 

The anger in each pair of eyes seized the other. Suddenly 
Joe lifted his left fist and struck Andy on the jaw. 

A sense of hopelessness came over Jean as she watched 
Andy fall, as if it were a nightmare in slow motion. She 
looked at Joe, his eyes bleary, his body reeling back slowly, 
unsteadily, like a punch toy. Suddenly it came to her that he 
Was a stranger, a man she’d never known. 

The: dignified facade dropped away from Andy as he fell, 
and when he arose and charged he was as primitive as Joe. 
That venom, the pure hate in his eyes, was the same she’d 
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glimpsed before in him, and she realized that no one could 
hate so well as Andy. 

But Joe was physically his better from the start. She heard 
Andy say low, “I'll kill you!” His shoulder landed in Joe’s 
stomach and his elbow jammed into the groin. Joe fell back 
against a table but rolled Andy onto. the floor, then dropped 
to his knees with a moan. | 

They both regained their feet and squared off viciously. 
Jean heard screams, some her own as the two crashed around 
the room, each taking blows, warding off would-be referees. 
Andy began to use karate on Joe, and it soon became a match 
as Joe returned the chops. Cunningly Andy changed tactics 
‘and gave Joe a quick savate kick to the face that sent him 
flying over a table. Joe got up and turched back at him, 
fending off a neck chop and retaliating with a hook that sent 
Andy sideways inte the bar. There was an audible crack as 
his ribs hit the carved edge, and he slowly collapsed with an. 
anguished cry. 

Jean got to Andy and awkwardly kneeled as two men laid 
hirn out on the floor. 

“Call an ambulance!” — 

“The cops are on the way!” At that a surge toward the 
door almost trampled the participants. 

Andy was shaking his head. One hand reached up, clutch- 
ing a bar stool. 

“Don’t move, Andy.” 

“Jean... ”-He tried again to get up. 

“Don’t move, mister. Cops’ll be here in a minute.” There 
was a distant wail. 

“Jean, get out of here. Take my keys and leave.” 

She shook her head, about to speak. 

“Tisten to me, Jean. Think of the twins.” 

She hesitated before taking the keys from his pocket. She 
brushed the hair back from his face and he lay back with a 
groan. 

“Andy, I can’t leave you like this.” 

“For God’s sake! Just go!” 

She stared at him until his eyes opened and he glared his 
order. Jean kissed him quickly. 

“Help her up!” At Andy’s command, someone lifted 
Jean to her feet. 

Joe Devereaux leaned half-seated on a stool against the 
bat his red-rimmed eyes meeting hers with all the unbe-. 


lieving anguish that came from seeing the last and most 
precious of his dreams disintegrate. 

“Joe ... I guess I never really knew you.” Her voice 
held that same melodic quality that always wrenched him. 


‘He made a move toward her, but was pulled back by Emilie. 


Joe’s gaze finally lowered futilely; his bloody handkerchief- 
swathed fist rose in a despairing sort of final salute. He turned 
to the bar, propping his elbow, and tried to cradle his head, 
but the hand slipped. Emilie put her arm around him as he 
watched Jean turn and move awkwardly out of his life. 

Outside the wind tore at the sheer fabric and whipped it 
about her as Jean slid into the El Dorado and fumbled 
stupidly with the ignition. Uncontrollable sobs convulsed her. 
When she finally pulled onto the highway a patrol car passed, 
followed by an ambulance. 

The wind threw debris across her path in black swirls, 
and the terror welled within her until suddenly she skidded 
the big car onto the shoulder and stopped. Her head fell 
against the cool leather seat and she lay shaking tears into 
the tooled design. 


Chapter Thirty-Six 


The bedroom was full of cigar smoke, and two men bent 
studiously over scattered papers on either side of Andy. Jean 
recognized his secretary, Davidson, through the haze. 
She paused before entering, unsure of whether to burst in. 
“How do you spell Devereaux?” 
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Andy saw her and interrupted. “You gentleman have been 
working hard all afternoon. Take a coffee break and come 
back in thirty minutes or so.” 

Jean greeted everyone and grinned at Andy, holding up 
the bottle of Scotch she’d brought for him. While the men 
gathered their things, she put down her purse and took the 
pitcher for ice. The others were gone when she returned. 

Andy smiled at her. “Alone at last.” 

“I don’t think you’ve rested a drop, have you? They should 
have taken you to the hospital.” She poured Scotch over a 
cluster of ice and handed the glass to him. 

“Join me?” 

“Not right now.” 

He held the glass out in a salute. 

“How did you manage to get the police and the ambu- 
lance drivers to bring you here?” 

“Money, my dear. I think I’ve covered the newspapers, 
too.” : 

“Has the doctor been here?” 

“Yes—a couple of cracked ribs, a couple of stitches in 
my lip, sore hands, sore head.” 

“Tm sorry.” ; 

“Tll live. He grunted and took a long draught of the 
Scotch. 

“By the way—that’s spelled with an X.” 

“What?” 

“Devereaux.” 

“Ravesdropper.” 

“You're going to sue?” 

“For what? I’ve put out feelers. The man’s destitute.” 

“T know.” She leaned at the foot of the bed. 

“Fle seems a decent sort, despite his predilection for vio- 
lence.” 

“He is.” 

“Jean, I must confess that I initiated the confrontation. 
If I'd kept my mouth shut—” 

“% doesn’t matter. Although, I’ll have to be honest, Joe 
came into my life like a whirlwind, and I loved him the min- 
ute I saw him. He loved me, too, as much as he could love. 
But to a man like him love means total possession.” 

“To every man it’s that way.” 

~ “You, too?” 

“Me more than anyone. When I commit myself to any 
project, it’s total.” 
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“Anyway, it was a forest fire that burned itself out. It’s 
over, once and for all, and I’m sure that eventually Til be 
glad.” 

“But there are still a few smoldering embers?” 

“Afraid so.” 

“Jean, you know you don’t have to bare your soul to me, 
don’t you? You owe me nothing.” _ 

“I owe you everything. I wish I loved you and I wished 
you loved me.” 

“Do I represent the adage ‘Any old port in a storm’?” 

“Andy, my friend, I want you to know something. I 
admire you and I respect you. You’ve stood by me, sup- 
ported me, at times when no one else thought I was right, 
when I looked like a fool. You didn’t accept my resignation 
even when it cost the firm. You were always there, silently 
standing by me. That sort of friendship is rare, and I value 
it. I don’t think I’d ‘purposely use you to stabilize myself, and 
yet . . . don’t let me hurt you. Stop me if I try.” She sat 
down. “I think I'll go away with the kids for a few days, 
before I get back to the grind.” 

“Tm glad to hear you're not going to abandon Bartel.” 

“No. I couldn’t have, when it got down to it. I love my 
work—every minute of it.” 

“So I’ve noticed.” 

“I think for right now, though, that I need to be with my 
children. They’ve had only half a mother for a long time 
now.” 

“You're not as liberated as you think, old girl. Would 
a widower torture himself as you do? He’d know he was 
doing the best he could.” 

“T hope you're right.” 

“Let me have another Scotch.” He watched her closely. 
“Jean, I’m going to help Devereaux.” 

She almost dropped the bottle. _ 

“How do you mean?” 

“Tm going to make some arrangements with several of the 
banks that Bartel and ABC deal with and have them come in 
with proposals for rebuilding loans.” 

“Andy, that’s . . . you’re—” : : 

“Hell, it’s no skin off my already peeled nose. He’s lost 
enough. Especially you.” 

“Why should you bother? He put you in the hospital.” 

“It wasn’t just me he was lashing at. It was his circum- 
stances. From what I gather, he’s been conducting a real 
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commando war for over six months now with a contract 
out on him, the whole scenario. He got them put away, saved 
the town from the Indians, ma’am, and now John Wayne not 
only loses the girl but he loses everything else.” 

“I’ve been wondering if . . . I was going to ask you if I 
could get released from that investment agreement we signed 
and use the money to help him.” 

“That’s another reason I’m going to do it. You’d take your 
hard-earned pennies, sure as shooting, and save the sheriff's 
ass for him. It’s easier on everyone this way. Why do you 
think I had you sign a legal document? Because, knowing 
you, you’d always be dipping into the pot for this orphan or 
that cause. Now pour me that drink you forgot about.” 

“You instill me with self-confidence.” She got the drink. 
“You know, Joe will never accept help from you. He is very 
suspicious. Incidentally, he knows you’ve been checking on 
him. Why, Andy?” 

“To see if he was good enough for you.” 

“You had no right to do that.” 

“No? I have a right to protect. my investment in you. 
Couldn’t afford to lose you, old girl.” 

“You need me about like you need another hole in the 
head.” ; 

“The money will be thoroughly laundered. He’ll never 
know. I'll only be standing behind it.” 

“How much money are we talking about?” 

_ “To really get him back into business to the extent where 
he could make real money, I’d estimate, say, two million.” 

“Good Lord! That’s a heavy estimate! And an awful lot of 
money to pay back.” 

“You have to think big to make big money. There’s a goal 
‘to which one has to build—right up to but not beyond the 
point of diminishing return. I calculate—though I haven't 
had time to run it through the Brain—that a new plant 
closer to the market, perhaps here in Houston, plus about 
twenty of the new larger shrimp boats would get him started. 
And trucks, to eliminate the middle expense that eats profits.” 

“You say you haven’t researched it?” 

He grinned. “Ben and his assistant have been on it all 
day:” 

“You're not a man to underestimate, I can see. Andy, can 
you afford to tie yourself up like that? To cosign? For two 
million? How can you do that?” 

He paused and looked into his glass, then closely at her. 
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“Jean, would you believe me if I told you I’ve got several 
billion behind me?” 

“That’s a fat backside!” 

He shook his head, amused at her blind naiveté, “Impasse. — 
Anyway, I can swing it. I have stock in Bartel and ABC. And 
it is a good risk. He’s business-trained and has managed to 
-make quite a lot with what he had. He’d paid off two-thirds 
of the paper on his business in the year and a half he 
owned it. That takes an astute businessman.” 

“You really think it’s that good a business?” 

“If a man goes into it in the right way. It will be ABC’s 
first venture in the shrimping industry.” 

“ ‘ABC?” 

“Devereaux will be an affiliate of ABC.” 

“Oh. . .. You really think Joe is that good a man?” 

“Yes, But not for-you.” 

“Is that a disinterested observation?” 

“Both sides of me—the practical and the emotional— 
concur.” : 

“I'm afraid the rational side of me also concurs,” Jean 
said sadly. 

“When I get out of here tomorrow do you want to take 
the kids and fly down to Padre to my beach place?” 

“I'd love it, but I don’t understand—” 

“I'm going to Vegas. It’s the first stop of my usual jaunt 
about the globe. I’ll drop you and yours off at Padre and be 
on my way. It’s rather a large house, Jean. There are servants. 
You won’t have to do anything but fatten up and turn tan. 
Pil pick you up in two weeks.” 

“Well, all right. It sounds like heaven! Neva too?” 

“More the merrier.” 

There was a knock. Davidson and company had returned. 

Andy patted Jean’s hand. “I’ll call you later.” 


The doctor’s voice was calm as he wrapped the broken 
hand. “You won’t be able to use it. You'll just have to try 
to be right-handed for a while. Wear the sling a few days to 
keep it elevated and alleviate swelling. And get these 
prescriptions filled. This one is for pain and the other is for 
infection. Tell my receptionist to set you an appointment 
three days from now.” 

Joe looked at his hands. Large adhesive bandages covered 
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the cuts and bruises on the right hand, but the left was 
swathed in a heavy casing. Both hands felt numb as he left 
the doctor’s office. 

It was difficult for him even to open the car door, or light 
a cigarette. He wanted music, but the tape player was 
dependent on the smashed radio. He backed out the car 
haltingly, testing his control, then pulled into the heavy 
Houston traffic. 

He drove all over the city, only stopping for gas when 
the. gauge indicated empty. It was dark before he headed 
toward a motel. He couldn’t go to the apartment. Emilie 
would be there, hovering in a way he couldn’t take just now. 

Though the motel room was still dark when he awoke, a 
glance at his watch on the table indicated it was past noon, 
and he realized he was starving. The light in the room was 
dim. He switched on the lamp and saw his reflection in the 
dresser mirror across the room. Godawful! Unshaven, un- 
kempt and hollow-eyed—as if he’d been on a three-day binge. 
His hand ached. He managed to dial room service and 
ordered a steak, which he realized after ordering he probably 
wouldn’t be able to eat.. Lying back, smoking lazily, he 
surveyed the room and noticed for the first time the color 
of the spread and the chair and the carpet. Blue. The pain of 
two nights ago returned as sharply as they’d been the first 
moment he’d seen in her blue eyes that she was no longer his. 

Joe shut his eyes and let the memories flow instead of the 
tears he was unable to shed. But there was no peace. The 
anguish was as strong whether he thought of Jean or wandered 
into another realm of thinking. 

He began to accept the ache as a part of him, as he had 
accepted the broken hand. It wouldn’t be easy, going on 
without Jean. But he would allow her into his mind calmly 
and allow her to stay as long as the memory chose; and then 
when it drifted he would allow it to leave. But he would hurt. 
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Chapter Thirty-Seven 


The vacation on Padre was a joyous sun-filled time; days of 
turning brown and learning to walk and run without a limp, 
and of reacquaintance with her children. Jean became a child 
again herself, running, leaping, building sand castles, though 
her movements were pathetic. The sun and the wind and the 
good food and laughter, as well as the hard work and 
determination, brought a change, and gradually Jean began 
to walk more normally. Her long legs finally worked together 
again. Eventually, only after a long morning on the beach 
were there signs of the incapacity; or late in the evening, when 
the exhausted sun spent its last vitality setting fire to the 
western sky. 

But it was less each day, and she was hopeful and each day 
worked harder and longer, and her body tanned and: grew 
firm and strong and healthy. The sparkle returned to her 
eyes as she played with the children, or just sat watching the 
waves with them and listening to a gull searching for its nest. 

They investigated sand dollars and sharks and deep-sea 
fishing out of Port Isabel, and they climbed the old lighthouse 
there to view the flat desert on three sides and see the island 
and its brilliant sea lying to the east. 

There were two trips into Mexico in the station wagon with 
Bartel’s servants, Pablo and Maria, escorting the happy car- 
load of gringos to shop and haggle and eat and learn new 
words. They purchased fiesta trimmings for Andy’s arrival 
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and anticipated the party they’d have. Yet it was not too 
disagreeable when Andy postponed their departure by pro- 
longing his trip an extra week and a half. 

The evenings were quiet ones, with the four of them and 
the servants learning new songs in the two languages while 
Jean and Pablo learned to play a guitar duet as accompani- 
ment. All this as a fading color burst across the sky and 
folded into glistening nights of bright close constellations that 
they tried to identify. 

Then it was time for the fiesta, which would now be a 
Fourth of July celebration. Andy was to return late Saturday 
afternoon on the fourth. The sopaipillos and honey and 
tortillas and frijoles and guacamole and all the rest were in 
the making, and Pablo hung streamers and a pifiata and set 
out fireworks for the display while Jean and the boys 
wrapped presents for the party. 

It was just past eleven when the white bird appeared low 
and buzzed the rooftop and the beach where Jean and her 
sons cavorted. 

“Andy’s plane! Look, Mommy!” 

“He’s early, isn’t he, Mudder!” 

Jean laughed and wished she looked better. She slipped a 
blue top over her suit and ran with oe boys past the house 
and over the dunes to the airstrip. 

Andy laughed and bowed at the trio, who clapped when 
he appeared. The boys ran and hugged his knees and gave 
away all the secrets about the party and then attached 
themselves to the pilot. 

Jean stood by, waiting for Andy to deplane, then met him 
halfway across the strip. 

“Who are you, pretty one? I left behind a pale sickly thin 
girl and what do I return to find? A beautiful suntanned 
goddess. You’ve even gained : some weight, old girl.” 

“As per your instructions.” 

He hugged her close. “God, Jean, you look good. I missed 
you.” 

‘Did you! Well, I didn’t even know you were gone!” 

He swatted her behind and walked around her. “You are 
something. Never saw you in a bathing suit before.” 

“You approve of me?” 

“Always have, but you’re looking better than ever!” He 
stopped halfway between the airstrip and the hacienda. “I 
just realized! You’re not limping!” 

Jean laughed and clapped her hands. “I know! See?” She 
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walked back and forth and touched her toes, then ran to the 
top of a sand dune and back down. 

“Jean, I don’t think anything could make me happier.” 

“T owe a lot of it to you.” ; 

“No, to your own courage.” 

“You just refuse to accept any credit.” 

The house was cool and peaceful. “It’s good to be here, 
and to have you and your children waiting here for me.” 

“Thank you. Just you wait until you see our fiesta tonight.” 

“Let’s go out on the beach before we have lunch—would 
you like to?” ; 

“Yes. But the boys have to eat now and take their 
naps.” 

“Maria will see to that. I'll change and be right back,” he 
said as he bounded up to his room. 

The twins were safely seated at the table, and Jean left 
them there while she joined Andy to walk on the beach. 

She put her hands on her hips when Andy removed his 
shirt, and said, “Hey, old boy. You’re quite a handsome 
dude, yourself.” 

“Now it’s your turn.” 

Bashfully, with eyes averted, she slipped out of her jacket. 

“Jean, why were you so reluctant? You look great. You 
should wear a bikini, with a figure like that.” 

“Thanks, but I'll stick to my old matronly one-piecer. I’m 
not the bikini type.” 

“Any woman who looks the way you do can wear as 
much or as little as she pleases.” 

“Come on, now. You’re embatrassing me.” 

“I am? Fascinating! First female I ever saw who doesn’t 
like to flaunt it. Oh my, blushing? Come on! I'll race you to 
the water and wash the red from your face.” 

She followed him into the surf and they swam and splashed 
and ducked each other in a carefree abandon. 

He held her hand as they came back to shore and dropped 
onto their bellies on the sand. 

“Oh, that was good! I enjoyed that!” 

“Me too.” 

He looked at her. “I’ve never seen such a change in anyone. 
You're positively radiant—happy, relaxed, and goddam, 
you're beautiful, Jean.” 

“Keep talking!’ 

“What brought about this transition?” 
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“You did—as always, you knew what was best for me. Oh, 
Andy, I’m so proud I can walk again!” 

“¥ am too, Aphrodite. Does it ever bother you?” 

“Yes. When I’m tired, but I’m getting stronger, so I seldom 
limp at all now. What did you call me?” } 

“Aphrodite—she arose from the sea, remember? And the 
sea has certainly brought about a rebirth for you!” 

“Isn’t she the goddess of love?” 

“Mm-hmm.” 

“You're crazy!” . 

“Don’t say that!” He raised. up and braced on an elbow, 
looking down on her. Jean felt suddenly uncomfortable and 
sat up. 

“I was just teasing. Andy, you’re too erratic, dear. You 
work too hard and concentrate so intently that you can’t turn 
it all loose. Relax, lie back down in the sun, there. Now shut 
your eyes. That’s a good boy. Does that feel good?” She 
poured lotion onto his back and massaged with her long 
fingers working across his muscles. She felt him sigh and 
calm down. 

“God, Jean, you’re good for me.” 

An incredible exhilaration shot through him. He turned 
over and pulled her to him. His hand grasped her body and 
worked its way back and forth along her side from her thigh 
‘to her arm and head, his body moving so that it half covered 
hers. He kissed her then and Jean felt a gentle bite. of his 
teeth on her lips. It was pleasant, and exciting. His hand 
lifted her arm and placed it around his neck, and Jean put 
her other arm up to stroke her fingers through his straw- 
blond hair. She held to his back, feeling the lean tense 
muscles ripple beneath her touch. Andy kissed her neck 
and moved to her breasts, where his hand deftly released her 
from the suit before Jean realized he was doing so. He mur- 
mured as his teeth brought a spasm throughout her. Andy 
pressed close against her. 

“You need me too, Jean. You need me as much as I want 
you.” 

“Andy, forgive me, but no—” 

He held her breast tight in his hand. “Don’t tell me no! 
You're as hot as J am! J’ll take you to the house—” 

“Andy, no. Darling, I don’t want to start an affair this soon. 
My mind’s not clear yet.” 

His hand squeezed her tighter. “Dammit! Yes! We’re going 
to make love. We’re two adults, Jean. We need each other.” 
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“Andy, please.” She tried to remove his hand. “You're hurt- 
ing me.” 

“I need you, dammit!” 

“Need me? Or just in heat?” 

“It makes no difference.” 

“Please, Andy. You're bruising me.” 

He reached down and nipped her breast angrily. “God- 
dam you, Jean!” Then he released her and watched her pull 
up the suit to cover herself. She sat up and hid her face on her 
Knees. : 

“Why did you hurt me?” 

“Because you enticed me, then turned me down!” 

“How did I entice you!” 

“Hell! Just by breathing in and breathing out!” 

“Andy, do you always hurt people who don’t do what you 
want?” 

“Yes.” He got a cigar from his jacket pocket and lit it in 
hands cupped against the wind. The expression on his face was 
the usual blasé one he displayed. 

“Goddammit, Jean. You set me on fire! Why can’t we re- , 
lease each other from this bondage?” 

“I’ve just come out of bondage, as you describe it. Andy, 
you don’t know what bondage is if you think a love affair is 
not hell.” Her voice had a touch of anger now. 

“I'd almost forgotten Devereaux.” , 

“TI wish I could. It’s true that I could crawl into your bed 
right now very willingly, but there’s always tomorrow.” 

“We'll make love again tomorrow and tomorrow and all 
the tomorrows after that.” 

Jean got to her feet, looked at him a moment before she 
turned, and ran back to the house, 

His glare followed her until she was out of sight beyond the 
dunes before he flopped angrily onto his stomach and tried to 
relax in the sun. . 


The evening was spent watching Pablo and the twins play 
with the pifiata and set off the fireworks. Finally Neva took 
the protesting boys off to bed and Maria and Pablo retreated 
to the kitchen. : 

“Feel like a walk with me, Jean?” Andy asked. 

“Of course.” 

“It was a lovely fiesta. Pll always remember it, Jean.” 

When they had walked awhile, Andy said, “I noticed a bit 
of a limp. What’s wrong, Jean?” 
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“Tt recurs when I’m tired. But Andy, this has been the most 
delightful vacation I’ve ever had. I hate for it to end so soon. 
Tomorrow is almost here, isn’t it?” 

“But it’s not over. I have another surprise. I’ve arranged my 
affairs so that I have a week free. How’s that? We can have a 
grand time.” 

Jean stopped and looked up at him. “But I have to be back 
Monday morning.” 

“Why?” 

“Because I have a job that I've been gone from nearly 
eleven weeks. If I don’t get back I may soon not have a job!” 

“You'll always have a position with me. You know, Pm 
about to decide I’d like to be married to you, old girl.” 

“So glad you approve of me.” 

“Then we can spend this next week getting acquainted?” 

“Interpreted, does that mean we'll spend a week in bed and 
if we're compatible we'll consider marriage?” 

“Interesting thought, but a Mexican marriage in the morn- 
ing would suit me as well.” 

“Andy, I need more time. Surely you don’t want a wife on 
the rebound. You're far too possessive for that. It would 
eventually bother you.” 

“Pye thought about it and have decided that it wouldn’t 
bother me at all.” 

“You say that now, but . . . and then there’s my job. You'd 
want me at your beck and call at all times, and there would 
be occasions when I had to work, you know, and it would 
anger you. You might even fire me.” 

“You won't ever have to work again.” 

“You haven’t said you love me. Not ever.” 

“1 haven't? 

*No.” 

“Do I have to?” 

“Andy, are you serious? You can’t have a marriage without 
love.” 

“J ook around, Jean. There’re lots of them.” 

“Not for me.”. 

“Jean, I don’t know what love is. I was hoping you could 
show me.” 

“Honey, it’s something you either feel or you don’t feel.” 

“What feel? How do you know it’s love?” 

“Maybe in your case love would mean that you want some- 
one more than you want anything and yet you love her 
enough to step back and let her be what she is without pouring 
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her into your own little mold. Then, too, you know inside, 
somehow, that you'll never tire of that person’s touch, that it 
will always thrill you, and even if you lose, you'll still love 
him—her!” 

“That’s the way you feel about Devereaux, isn’t it?” 

“Ves.” 

“Couldn't I make you forget?” 

“I think you could. But you deserve better.” 

“All right. I'll wait, because I do feel that I'll always want 
to be near you, to hold you as my wife and lover and confi- 
dante and everything.” 

“It could be a good life. If we’re wise—” 

“So. Now we'll have a week of getting acquainted.” 

“Fred Bartel called yesterday and he said he needed me 
back Monday. There are several groups coming in to look 
over our project. L.A., Detroit, Boston, and D.C. How about 
that! He especially wants me to be there, to explain every- 
thing.” 

“Tl tell him you're still not able.” 

“But I am able and my boss needs me.” 

“Yes. He does.” : 

“I.mean Fred. He insisted, Andy. And I might lose my job 
if I goof off anymore.” 

“Fred can’t fire you! Hell, I’m thinking about retiring him!” 

“T’m really sorry about it. Please believe me. But I’m being 
paid an enormous amount of money, and I think that every 
now and then I need to show up for work.” 

“Jean, I’ve gone to a lot of trouble to arrange my time so 
that I could be with you and the kids. One more week won't 
burt.” 

“Andy, you didn’t arrange your vacation at my conve- 
nience, but at yours. Not that I'd expect otherwise, but you 
want me to drop my work because you got a week off. It’s 
as if I’m not important, but you are!” 

“Oh, goddam!” 

“Honey, please. understand. They’re ‘starting the second 
building, and 7 need to be there. I want to be there.” 

“Jack Belen aud Rodrigues can handle it.” 

“Well, good. Then you don’t need a project director. I'll 
just crawl off into the woodwork somewhere!” 

“Jean, please. I want you with me. No sex, scout’s honor, 
unless you decide you'll go to Mexico with me.” 

“You'd really marry me to get it?” i 

“Not just that ... to get you, Jean.” 
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“But you don’t love me.” 

“Words.” 

“J don’t know what it is anymore, either. I sure couldn’t 
help you to find it, or define it.” - 

“It is settled then? You'll give me a week with you and your 
children? I need you and the boys. I need to pretend that 
you're my family, if for only a week.” 

*¥ can’t. Partly because I’m afraid, I guess.” 

“Of what, for God’s sake?” 

“Of me, for God’s sake! I want to go to bed with you, and 
I know it’s not the thing to do.” 

“T want you and you want me and still it’s not the thing to 
do?” 

“Andy, I’ve got to have time. Part of my therapy both for 
broken heart and broken back is to get to work. Please under- 
stand.” 

‘Well, I don’t.” 

He turned and stalked back to the hacienda. 

“Goodnight, dear,” Jean said. She walked slowly up the 
beach. 

The night was black, but the white sand reflected the star- 
light and prevented darkness from enclosing the island: There 
was only the sound of the breeze, and of the waves breaking 
gently at low tide. 

Andy. All he’d ever asked in return for everything 
was a week with her and the kids—to be his family for a 
week. Why had she refused? He gave her everything and 
asked nothing—except of course the obvious, good old sex. 
He didn’t really seem unappetizing at that, and the memory of 
his arrogant attempt to possess her on the beach was oddly 
exciting, Andy obviously was not used to being told no, about 
anything..He didn’t love her, but then, that was good, because 
she didn’t love him, either. What would it hurt? A lovely 
week’s affair with a man who was good to her, wanted her 
, . . and who the hell else did, for God’s sake? No one! 
What did she have to lose? Nothing! He knew she wanted 
him, too. It was as if he were an eagle. One that had been cir- 
cling, waiting for the prey to weaken . .. and she had. 
What kind of a lover would Andy be? What would he expect 
of her? With Joe it had been so spontaneous, so beautiful, 
that there was no questioning. But in Andy there was some- 
thing . . . sinister? Ridiculous! What could be sinister about 
a man like him? He just worked too hard, was too tense. At 
least with him there would be no need to worry about preg- 
nancy. How do you go to a man and say, “I'll be your lover?” 
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Should she just march up to him and say, “Hey, old boy! 
Vil take you up on that week—the whole package!” Or, 
“Andy? Take me in your arms and help me forget.” 

Jean went into the house from the seaward side. There 
were rustling-about noises in the kitchen. Was he there? Or 
sulking upstairs? Going to the bar she picked up the notepad 
there, and climbed awkwardly onto a stool. 


Dear Andy— 

I have a martini and me waiting for you at the bar. 
I've thought over your proposition and I’ve decided I 
need another week’s rest. But my bed is not so com- 
fortable—how’s, yours? 

Jean 


She slipped the note into an envelope and sealed it, writing 
Sefior Bartel across the front of it. She carried it to the 
kitchen. ; 

“Maria? Would you take this to Mr. Bartel, please?” 

“But sefiora! Pablo just take Sefior Bartel and his bags to 
the plane. He leaving now!” 

“Oh?” Jean ran through the house and snatched open the 
living room drapes. On the distant airstrip she saw the green 
lights of the plane’s tail, and the amber; the interior was lit 
also, but it was too far to see Andy. Then the engines’ distant 
whirr reached her, and the light from the door hatch disap- 
peared. She watched the lights move down the runway, turn, 
then race along and lift up smoothly. She watched until it was 
out of sight, then forlornly returned to the bar, where she 
tossed the note down and sat on a stool; head in her hands. 
She’d hurt him again. Oh, God! Always she hurt him. She 
hurt Joe. . . herself too . . . and the children . . . oh, God! 
All because of some harebrained idea of being independent. 
But she had to work! Maybe she should marry him and 
forget it all. He would leave her alone with her boys. Yet 
there again . . . he had only let the children come to see her 
three times while she was in the hospital for six weeks. She 
knew he was the one who had convinced the doctors that that 
was the only way she’d get well, but had it really been neces- 
sary? It seemed that Andy must always possess, always dic- 
tate. He’d even said so himself. 

’ “And I can’t be owned.” She cried softly, angry at herself, 
wishing she were different—a woman like most, who would 
be honored to be a possession. 

317 


“Sefiora?. You wanted to see me?” 

“Qh. Pablo. No. Not anymore.” 

“Sefior Bartel say for me to give you this.” He held out a 
Texas International Airlines credit card with ABC stamped 
as the holder of the account. She looked at it and tossed it 
onto the bar. “Do you have an address for Sefior Bartel?” 

Qies i 

“Send that back to him, will you?” 

“But sefiora! Sefior Bartel instruct me to take you to 
Brownsville in the morning to catch the plane to Houston. 
He say to pay for it with this card.” ; 

“Pablo, please, just send it back to him. ll buy my own 
tickets.” 

“But sefiora! Sefior Bartel will be very angry with Pablo! 
He tells me to do something I must do it.” 

“He won't be angry with you, Pablo. Vll tatk to him and 
make it all right. Just send that back to him, will you?” 

“Si, sefiora. I’m sorry Sefior Bartel make you cry. You very 
nice lady. You nicest lady he ever bring to hacienda.” 

“He often brings women here?” 

“Si, sometimes. But they don’t have separate bedroom like 
you. Maria say you decent woman.” 

Jean smiled sardonically into the bar mirror and didn’t like 
the reflection of herself with that sour expression—it was not 
hers, it belonged to Andy, and he could keep it, along with 
his cynicism, and self-importance and his hacienda! 

“Pablo, I’m all right now. We'll be leaving after breakfast, 
and I want to thank you and Maria for a lovely vacation. 
You’ve been so good to us. I'll see you in the morning.” 

“Gracias, sefiora.” He watched her leave the room and go 
up the steps. Pretty sefiora. Sefior Bartel is a stupid man. 
Pablo picked up the credit card, and saw the note on the bar 
addressed to Sefior Bartel. He picked it up too and went to 
the kitchen. 
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Chapter Thirty-Eight 


Joe Devereaux could hardly believe that a large bank group 
would contact him about a rebuilding loan. Yet here he was, 
in the boardroom of the key bank, and he vowed it would 
not be a singular experience. By God, he would become so 
goddam wealthy he’d be a director someday, and that day 
would not be far off—especially if this deal really went 
through. Two million. 

But regardless of the decision today he was on his way up 
again, and this time he’d go all the way. The world had better 
make room at the top for Joe Devereaux. His days of grieving 
alone were over. 

For at least a week Joe had sat in his apartment, refusing 
to answer the door, spending his time trying to contact Jean, 
avoiding Emilie, and generally feeling sorry for himself. One 
week of that had been enough. All the drinking and thinking 
and walking the floor had done nothing. It was getting no 
better. He had realized that after the sixth day, when Jean’s 
new butler had finally revealed that Mrs. Iversen was on holi- 
day at Mr. Bartel’s beach home. Still it did not go away, his 
feeling for her. 

Jean, where are you, honey? What happened to us? What— 

“Mr. Devereaux!” A well-dressed older man came toward 
Joe, his hand extended. 

Joe stood up and was greeted by everyone as though he had 
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money in the bank, rather than being there to make a large 
withdrawal. 

“Glad you could get down here. ’'m Dave Greenberg, one 
of the directors here at First Houston Bank and Trust. Must 
say, we're quite impressed with your prospectus—and with 
you personally, of course.” 

“Oh? How’s that?” 

“Why, ‘Mr. Devereaux, we have accumulated quite a 
file on you.” 

“In two weeks?” 

“Oh, yes. It wasn’t difficult. Your name’s captured quite 
a lot of headline space recently. And of course, your credit 
file is excellent—as is your prospectus. 'm anxious for you 
to see our version of it.” 

Joe had no answer, and he was glad the doors opened and 
the principal loan officers rushed in on the currents of 
giant smiles that inundated him. He sat and performed a 
grand job of acting as if there weren’t dozens of unanswered 
“whys” pressing beware-buttons in his brain. Too easy. No 
one volunteers to loan a ruined man two million dollars like 
this. Hell yeah, it was a good deal. No way anyone could lose, 
the way he had planned it. But that was seldom enough to 
convince bankers. 

He nodded as he received the leatherbound and crested 
copy of the bank computer’s analysis: potential, layout, mer- 
chandizing system—none of it was different from his own 
plans, but their computerized refinements did add a higher 
tatio of dollar-use efficiency. All the time Joe mentally 
treaded through the tacks in the padded plush, his gaze moved 
from the fancy gold crest of the prospectus cover to the chair- 
man’s empty white leather throne. 

He was recalled by a direct question. “Mr. Devereaux, are 
you as impressed with our offer as we are with you?” 

“Well, yes. Yes, I am. By the way, I’ve been admiring that 
tooled leather chair. Your board chairman—who did you say 
held that position?” 

Glances were exchanged and throats cleared. 

“Mr. Devereaux, the chairman of our banking group is a 
figurehead, so to speak. We here are the—” 

“My friend Bartel is playing down his role as usual?” — 

Throats cleared again. “You know Mr. Bartel? But of 
course. That’s why, uh .. . anyway you understand his idio- 
syncrasies about publicity.” 
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“Oh. yes. Andy very wisely chooses to remain in the back- 
ground.” 

“Yes ... wh. Mr. Devéreaux, we have all the contracts 
and notes readv for vour sienature. We know how busv vou 
are and how anxious you are to get on with the rebuilding of 
your business.” 

“Yes. J am that. However, J have a few questions I’d like 
to puf ta mv lawver firet I see now that J should have had 
more foresight and had him come with me. Could we set up 
another meetins for this afternoon? I'll take this prospectus 
of vours with me. if vou don’t mind.” 

“Of course. Bv all means your attornev should go over this, 
though I’m certain it will all be to his satisfaction.” 

“No doubt about that.” Joe stood up and offered the man 
his hand, then accepted the warm grasps of the other bank 
officials. 

“Sav, two o’clock, Mr. Devereaux? I'll be here with our 
attorneys and the documents. You will bring your attorney 
with you? We can get this settled and start implementing it 
tight away.” The banker’s eves looked into Joe’s searchingly. 

They received back onlv a friendlv grin that masked Joe’s 
awareness of the situation. With much self-control he said, 
“Good. Two o’clock. Thank vou, gentlemen.” 

He left with he word “Bartel” an acrid taste in his mouth. 
Bartel. you slimy son of a bitch! Wouldn’t your contracts 
be interesting reading. when it got ta the signing. Subsidiary 
of ABC. Like hell! Wouldn’t Bartel relish that. Not only 
complete control over Jean. but of Joe Devereaux, too! You 
bastard! Think you're going to win the last round, don’t you. 
Well. this old boy didn’t lose it all fightine control by an out- 
side factor, just to fall into the same old shit again! Bartel 
and Mageio—onlv difference was that Bartel had the smarts 
to use the legal channels bv which a vulture can pick a man 
till his bones bleach. No! Mais non! 

At twa o’clock Joe Devereaux was in the office of the first 
vice-president of Commercial Bank of Texas. At three he 
met with the principal officers. At four the first of the agree- 
ments was signed. The Bartel-crested portfolio had captivated 
Bartel’s financial enemies, and quite literally, Joe Devereaux 
laughed all the wav to the bank. 

But the victory was not untainted by bitterness. Even 
though he’d held the line and stolen the touchdown play from 
Bartel, the man still held the trophy—Jean. Jean—she’d 
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never seemed one who could be lured by gold. Tricked, 
maybe. Well, no matter how, it had been done. The fact 
was that she was now another Bartel property. 

But by God, Joe Devereaux had showed Bartel he couldn't 
be owned. It was twilight downtown. Preparations were be- 
ing made for an evening concert in the bank’s small park. 
All around him Joe heard the songs of birds competing with 
one another. He sat on a bench a long time and looked up, 
thinking of all the ways a bird can be destroyed—snared, 
shot, sprayed, caged . 

He needed to go home, but what was there? One bedroom, 
a.miniature kitchen and a living room. He could swim . 
apartment pool, too small. He could go to a health club and 
work out ... or he could get started on his business! 

Joe took out a notebook and jotted ideas, plans, people to 
call. 

That piece of land over near the battle-ground. High-priced 
but perfect. Yes. He would buy that one. Tomorrow. Walk 
in and write a check. That brightened his somber visage. He 
would put out bids on the metal buildings tomorrow. Docks 
already there—just need modifying. Price of new luggers was 
high. Maybe there would be some used ones to pick up cheap, 
put in drydock. . 

He turned and walked quickly to the car, head down, 
briefcase swinging in rhythm with his determined stride. 
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Chapter Thirty-Nine 


The first Monday in August, as Jean pulled her car into her 
regular parking space beneath the Bartel Tower, she saw 
the white El Dorado in its honored place. Mr. Houston was 
back in town. Things had been so peaceful since the July 
Fourth fireworks. She wondered. if he had come back for 
the groundbreaking. at the hospital that morning. She knew 
that Fred was supposed to do the honors for the neurosur- 
gery wing, though he had hinted that it was his nephew’s 
money. 

Andy was a strange bird. Not a word from him in over a 
month, yet he had donated a million-dollar facility to the 
hospital because the doctor had helped her to get well. Fred 
had also hinted that Andy was far wealthier than she- had 
believed, and that he would rather see the money go to the 
hospital than for taxes. ; 

But a million dollars in taxes? Sara Cohen had said some- 
thing about him founding ABC. Did that stand for Andrew 
Bartel Company? Had he founded ABC? No. He couldn’t 
keep that quiet. Sara had to mean that he had invested all 
his money in ABC. Ail mothers had a tendency to exagger- 
ate. Of course, if he had invested in ABC when it was new, 
that would be like having bought into IBM in the 1950s. 
Maybe Andy really was very wealthy. He might have been 
serious when he had said that he was worth several bil- 
lion. But he had laughed—or had she laughed? Oh, well, 
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‘who gives a hoot, she thought. Rich man, poor man, he was 
too much for this poor gal! 

“Good morning, Jean.” 

She looked up and realized she had made it up to her 
office. 

“Hi, Margie. Anything new? zany, messages?” 

“Nothing that won’t wait.” 

“Do we have a staff meeting this morning?” 

“No, you called it off because of the groundbreaking you're 
supposed to go to.” 

“Oh, yes: Well, I have an hour to kill until then. What 
needs to be catight up on?” 

“Tn the folder—” 

“Margie! You're too efficient! Best thing I ever did was to 
make you my secretary!” 

“Thank you.” She watched her boss disappear into her 
office. The lady had more zing about her today. 

Jean sat down at her desk and dialed. 

“Mr. Bartel’s offices.” 

“Mary Jane? How are you?” 

“Fine. This Jean?” 

INES oY 

“My boss is back in town. Boy, is he in a helluva mood! 
He’s in with Davidson now. I hope a stay there. Oops! 
Hold, Jean. There goes the ’com.’ 

Jean took the cup of coffee Margie set on her desk and 
lifted it in a salute to the smiling girl, who left as quietly 
as she’d come in. 

Mary Jane’s voice came back on the line. “Jean, it was 
El Sefor Andrew. I’ve got to go round up some papers. 
Listen, what’s with you two? I thought when you went to 
Padre things were set, and now . . . well, I told him you 
were on the line and he said for me to quit yakking and 
get on the ball. Only you can imagine how much fancier he 
said it, my deah!” 

“Buzz him and tell him I'll buy him a cup of coffee.” 

“J’m taking my life in my hands, but I'll do it.” The line 
was vacant for a brief moment, then she came back. “Jean, 
I don’t know what you did to him, but he severed my head at 
the neckbone when I told him you wanted to have coffee with 
him!” 

“What did he say?” 

“Said he wasn’t interested and not to bother him with any 
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more calls, All calls were to go through Davidson. Jean, I’m 
sorry.” 

‘Don’t fret. ’'ve been turned down by as good as or better 
than him. See you later, M.J.” . 

“Bye, hon.” 

Jean’s mouth was still open when she set the phone down. 
What was his problem? God! He was still mad about Padre? 
Well, hell would freeze over before she’d call him again! She 
gathered some papers from a paper file and began dictating 
correspondence into the dictaphone. 


The next day she passed Andy in the garage when she was 
returning to the office from lunch. He was walking right 
toward her, but he turned his head and continued talking 
to the men with him. They had looked up and commented 
when she called out happily, “Well, hello!” 

Bartel didn’t even grunt. He got into his car as if she 
didn’t exist and drove off with his passengers. 

It hurt. Dammit, he was her friend! What had she done? 
What? 

Jean began spending all of her time at the project. It was a 
palliative she’d learned to depend on when thinking threat- 
ened to take up too much time. There were always problems 
there at the site for her to immerse herself in. She kept 
constantly busy between seven a.m. and six p.m.—too busy 
to think about Andy’s slights or Joe’s absence. 

Yet the void Joe Devereaux left couldn’t be filled even with 
hard working days and evenings with the kids in the pool, 
though they helped. 

Work had been her remedy since the vacation ended, but 
she doubled her efforts now. It was worth it—left her too 
weary to fret. After all, it would take time for Joe to get on 
his feet. He was a proud man, but once he rebuilt his busi- 
ness—and if Andy helped it would expedite the process. Andy 
excelled at that. 

Eventually, Joe would get his self-respect back, get on his 
feet financially, and he’d call, she was sure. He loved her. 
He was just hurt and ashamed that he had nothing to offer 
her. That was probably why the letter of concern and forgive- 
ness she’d sent had been returned. 

He must have read it first, because it was not in the 
envelope the way she had slipped it in. Perhaps he steamed 
it open out of curiosity, then decided the best thing was to 

325 


pretend he hadn’t read it. Joe was too proud for his own. 
good. Whatever the reason, he’d call soon, and until he did 
she’d stay too busy to worry. .. . 


It was a hundred-degree afternoon when a beep, came over 
the. small walkie-talkie Jean carried in her belt. 

“Yes?” 

“Telephone, Jean.” 

‘Js it important? I’m kind of busy.” 

“Big man himself—Bartel.” 

“Okay. Be right down.” She rolled the circuitry prints she’d 
been discussing and smiled at the electrical foreman. 

“Always something! Be back later.” 

“This is Mr. Bartel’s office. He wants you over right 
away.” 

I just talked to Fred this morning. Is it really important?” 

“Andrew’s back in town, dear girl, and he’s agitated. Bet- 
ter come smiling.” 

“So the old bear’s back. Who stepped on his tail this time?” 

“I’m not sure, but J get the feeling it’s you.” 

“Oh, great. Just what I need. Be there in a little bit. After 
I say my prayers.” 

Jean went into the bathroom at the field office and looked 
at herself. What a mess! She pulled off the pink helmet that 
had become an institution. Her hair was wet with perspira- 
tion, her face streaked with grime. She whipped off her jacket 
and the white knit blouse and bra beneath. Lord, the cold 
water against her skin felt heavenly! : 

A wet soapy cloth revived her, and she replaced her clothes. 
The damp red hair was unleashed from its ribbon and brushed 
quickly and allowed to remain down about her shoulders. 
Well, she looked human, anyway, though not good enough 
to pass Bartel’s inspection. But what the hell. 


Andy was hunched over a calculator, pencil in hand. The 
new office was elegant—white, of course, for what dirt 
could filter up to the sixty-fifth floor? On two sides, glass 
walls, white drapes, tall schefflera.in one corner. Monstrous 
desk, that . . . gold pens in white onyx . . . and would you 
just please observe the binoculars there! The spy! The whole 
project lay in the distance behind his desk. 
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Finally Bartel acknowledged the presence of the tall red- 
head in her booted, blue-jeaned majesty, the embroidered blue 
shirt and white sweater shell clinging nicely to the curves the 
top shirt was worn to hide. He reared back in the white 
leather chair and observed her as he puffed the omnipresent 
little cigar. ; 

“Good afternoon. Won't you sit down.” 

“Thank you.” tase 

“Need to ask you a few questions. Sorry I haven’t had time 
to get around to checking with you before now.” He waited 
for an answer, but she remained clear-eyed and silent. 

“Any trouble with the steel you’ve been getting?” 

“No, sir.” 

“Still have each load tested, do you?” 

“Yes, sir.” 8 

“Electricians using the right weight?” 

“Yes, sir.” j 

“You're two weeks behind schedule on this next founda- 
tion.” 

“Yes, sir. I’m sorry about that. We'll try to catch up.” 

“All right. When will you be ready for the concrete pour?” 

“What’s today?” ; 

“T believe it’s Wednesday, August twelve.” 

“Oh? Well, the piledriving is still only about one-third fin- 
ished. I’d say we'll pour the caps and slab Monday of next 
week, beginning at eight-thirty-three a.m.—no later than nine- 
oh-four.” 

He let the sarcasm pass. “I see. Any employee-relations 
problems? Resentment of the lady straw boss.” 

“Not in any form that could slow things down, but you 
people have some labor problems. Bartel’s contract with the 
ironworkers runs out September fifteenth.” 

“Ym aware of the possibility of a strike. That’s not in the 
area of your concern.” 

“Mr. Bartel, is there something. about the project, or my 
work, that’s troubling your mind? Feel free to just spit it out.” 

“My dear red-headed Mrs. Iversen—aside from the fact 
that you’re two weeks behind schedule, I have no complaints. 
Your handling of your position is adequate.” 

“Adequate’s ass! I shouldn’t have taken a vacation. When 
I’m not here, nothing is done right.” 

His mouth twitched, but he controlled the grin. “That re- 
minds me. Do you still have my TI credit card?” 
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“No, sir. I gave that to Pablo. He was supposed to mail it 
back to you. Haven’t you received it?” 

. “No, I was down there last of July but I neglected to men- 
tion it. Excuse me.” He pushed the intercom. “Miss James, 
where’s my personal mail?” He Icoked at Jean. “I haven’t 
gone through it yet—too busy.” 

The secretary came in and set a wire ae of mail on his 
desk, exchanging a wink with Jean as she turned to leave. 

Andy shifted through the letters and removed a couple, 
sniffing them, smiling to himself. 

Jean’s jaw stiffened more stubbornly. You silly s.o.b.—you 
think I care if you screw every broad from here to Arabia 
and back? But I won’t be added to your string of mares! 

“Here it is.’ He opened the envelope and pulled out the 
contents—a credit card, a note and a small sealed envelope. 

Jean’s eyes widened and she stood up. “That got in there 
by mistake!” She reached over to grab the envelope but he 
was too quick. 

He raised a brow and looked at the envelope, then at her. 
“It says Sefior Bartel right there. Your name Sefior Bartel?” 

“Andy, let me have it, please!” 

He shook his head-and held the envelope in one hand and 
read aloud Pablo’s note. 


“Sefior Bartel, 

Senora Iversen she no take the card. She say I send 
it back to you. She buy her own ticket. She say she ex- 
plain to-you so you not be angry with Pablo. 

Your friendly amigo, 
Pablo.” 


Bartel’s mouth twitched from side to side, a suppressed grin 
in the gray eyes. He tapped the plastic cash on the desk a 
couple of times, then took his wallet from the coat and slipped 
the card inside. Again he picked up the cigar and puffed it, 
leaning back in the chair with the cigar gripped between his 
teeth while he tore open ‘the small envelope. He glanced at 
Jean, whose face had reddened. She stood up and headed for 
the door, but his command arrested her. 

“Just a minute, please.” 

“T have work to do.” 

“I’m not through talking to you.” 

“I’m through talking to you.” 

“Mrs. Iversen, this is your employer speaking.” 
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She turned then, and he nodded and motioned for her to 
sit down. He puffed again and set the cigar down, watching 
her over the note as he read silently. Jean looked at her fin- 
gernails with great concentration. 

He set the note down and put his hands behind his head, 
“TI guess I was in a bit too much of a hurry.” 

She didn’t answer. 

“How’s your bed now?” 

“No comment.” 

“How about dinner?” 

“No.” She stood up and walked to the door. 

“Jean, come back here!” 

She turned defiantly and saw that he was standing. 

“Jean, I’m truly sorry for my conduct at Padre, and here 
today. I’ve behaved badly.” 

“It’s all right. I’ve got to get back to the job.” 

“Jean?” He came around the desk. 

“Andy, don’t start. Let’s leave it as it’s been the last few 
weeks. Impersonal.” 

“Wh 9? ; 

She looked back at him standing with his hands. in his 
pockets. 

“Because every time I’m with you you make me—sad. You 
always try to break me down and you punish me by not speak- 
ing when I misbehave.” 

“You're right, of course. Give me another chance?” 

“I’m sorry. No.” 

She left, slapping at Mary Jane’s desk and wiggling her 
fingers farewell as she stalked past. 

The next morning Andy appeared with Rodrigues on the 
fifth floor casually dressed, hard hat on, and he stood over her 
‘shoulder while she worked out a problem with the chief elec- 
trician. 

That became his habit, for the next week—to. inspect the 
project daily. He asked questions of each foreman, of Jack 
Belen, of Rodrigues, and sometimes of the- project director. 
He was there when they began pouring and stayed while the 
foundation work continued. He was not there on Friday, but 
a promise that he’d buy her coffee Monday morning accom- 
panied a bouquet she found on her desk. On the back of the 
card was a rather good sketch of Andy on his knees before a 
woman sitting on a throne. She laughed and shook her head, 
and her smile held quietly throughout the hectic day. 
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Chapter Forty 


Joe looked up wearily from his figures and from the papers 
spread across the kitchen table in his small apartment. Emilie 
put the last glass into the dishwasher, then turned, sensing 
his eyes on her. She made a face that apologized for her sing- 
ing, which had disturbed him. 

“Emilie, go home, hon. Thanks for supper. But it’s late now 
and I'll be at this most of the night.” 

“But Joe! I want to be near you!” 

“I know, darlin’. You’ve been an angel helping me out all 
the time. And I’m sorry I haven’t had any time for you.” 

“Ah, I understand, mon cher. But I wish I could . .. Joe, 
let me stay the night with you?” She came and sat on his lap. 

He laughed. “No, ma ’tite. You cannot stay the night. I 
wouldn’t take advantage of you.” 

“You make me feel like a child! Why are you like that, 
*ein? You still want that big—” 

“Emilie, go home!” 

She knew he was angry because she still made references 
to Jean, even after two months. 

“Tm sorry, mon cher. I love you so much. I want to be with 
you always. Could I move in with you? I can make you forget 
—everything.” 

“Til_walk you downstairs.” He stood up 

Tears filled her eyes. “Joe, what will I have to do to get 
your love?” 
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A smile touched his lips. “Little one, let’s not talk about it.” 

“But I want you! Can’t you see how much I love you?” 

He shook his head and touched a tear that ran down her. 
cheek. 

“Ma petite, I don’t want to hurt you. I love you like my 
little sister, nothing more.’ 

Emilie quickly stepped up on a chair and threw her arms 
around his neck and kissed him. “Now, mon cher. Can’t you 
see that I could make you forget?” 

Joe frowned. Hé pried her arms loose and set her on the 
floor. His arm guided her to the door. 

“So. I fail again, ’ein?” 

“Honey, I’ve got way too much on my mind to get myself 
involved again with any woman.” 

“Will you ever get over her?” 

“Someday.” 

“When will I see you again? Can I cook supper for you 
tomorrow night, ’ein?” 

“No, Emilie. I don’t know where Vil be or what Til be 
doing.” 

“But I never see you anymore!” - 

“Got to rebuild, Emilie. And I have to watch and see that 

t’s-all like it’s supposed to be.” 

wes coming up fast, ’ein?” 

“Metal buildings do. Reminds me. I’ve got to check on the 
trucks—see when they'll be rolling. Shouldn’t be more than a 
week now till they’re delivered. I’m going over to the shipyard 
at Boliver and see how the new boats are coming. With them 
and the used boats I bought, six months from now Ill have 
five times the fleet I had before.” 

“Joe? Can I go with you when you go to Louisiana and 
see the new boats? Please?” 

“T’ll be gone a couple of days.” 

“This matters?” 

“Wouldn’t be proper, ma ’tite.” 

“Joe, many men have tried to get Emilie in bed, but not 
Joe. He doesn’t think I am pretty enough?” 

“Now, Em.” 

“When will I see you again?” 

“Tell you what, the new. launch is coming in Tuesday or 
Wednesday of next week. Pll call you and perhaps: Papa and 
Beau and you can help me. christen her, ’ein?” 

“Mais sho! I like that!” 


“Til see you next week, Em.” 
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“Not till then?” 

He smiled and opened her apartment door. “Bonne nuit.” 

Emilie blew him a kiss as he walked away. 

On Wednesday, Joe walked the deck of the new launch 
with a wide grin beaming across. his face. It was beautiful! 
Sleek white with bright blue trim and seats, walk-through 
windshield, convertible top—perfect! He sat down on the nar- 
row rear seat in front of the inboard-outboard engine and ad- 
justed one of the fishing rods which he took from a side well 
where they stood and waved in the breeze. . 

“Hallo!” 

He looked up at Emilie. She wore a sheer blouse over a 
print bikini and a lot of smooth tanned flesh. 

“Morning, honey. Where’s Papa and Beau?” 

“They won’t be able to make it. You and Emilie will chris- 
ten la belle pirogue.” 

“Pirogue! Throw you overboard, gal!” 

“You bring the champagne?” 

“Three bottles. One for it and two for us! We get so high 
we fly, ’ein?” 

“Right!” 

“Come. Help me. I have a picnic lunch and other things.” 

Joe leaped over to the dock and took the basket and a vinyl 
bag. 

Emilie christened the new boat, leaving a nice scratch 


across the bow, and persuaded Joe to put her name on it. 


someday. 

Joe gave the launch a thorough sea trial before he anchored 
far out on calm water. While he was slipping a spoon onto the 
leader of his fishing line Emilie stood up and let the shirt slip 
from her arms onto the seat. She walked through to the bow, 
where she lay down on top of the wide well space across the 
front of the boat. 

Joe watched her. Sleek, tan, nothing wrong with that firm 
little body. The top pushed her breasts up and very attrac- 
tively seemed about to betray her. 

Emilie returned his look with a smile. 

Goddam, she sure wasn’t a kid anymore! She turned and 
lay on her stomach and untied the string on her bra. Joe 
looked away. 

He had caught a couple of fish and the sun was high and 
hot when she called him. 

“Joe? I cannot tie my back. Could you come do it for me? 
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And would you rub some cream on me first? I think I am 
burning.” 

“I tried to tell you, young’un.” 

She lifted up and the bra fell. 

‘He took the tube of sun cream from the bag where she in- 
dicated and knelt beside her. 

“Ooh! That’s cold!” 

Joe said nothing but rubbed the cream over her back. 

“Lower, Joe. And my legs. I am burned all over.” 

He did so. Her body was young and ripe, and moved be- 
neath his hands in response to every gesture he made across 
most of her neat little buttocks and the well-shaped brown 
legs. He expertly retied her top and got up, moving to the rear 
of the boat, where he-stood and watched the empty sea. 

' Emilie came up behind him and put her arms around his 
waist, smiling at the tension in his hands that fidgeted with 
hers. 

“Could we put the top up now, Joe? I have enough sun.” 

Without answering, he did so, and she adjusted her boat 
seat to a couch position.. 

Joe sat down across from her, resting his arm nervously on 
the wheel. 

“Joe? Something is wrong?” 

“No. Nothing’s . . . Emilie, we need to be getting back 
pretty quick. I’ve got a lot of work to see to.” 

“I brought sandwiches, and we haven’t had the champagne 
yet! It is cold and ready in the ice chest, n’est-ce pas?” 

“Mmm, okay.” He uncorked the champagne, and they ate 
while they drank it. She made him laugh, and the wine made 
him relax. 

She persuaded him to finish the champagne seated beside 
her. Her face was very close, her brown eyes inviting him. She 
got to her knees, and when their paper cups again touched in 
salute she leaned forward and kissed him. : 

“Don’t, Emilie.” 

“Joe? Why not, Joe? You know I am already yours, Your 
hands on me set such fire like the sun could never do. I am 
ready for you. I need my Joe. Take me, Joe. Teach me what 
love is.” 

“Good God, honey! I’m thirty-three years old! You're only 
twenty-one!” 

“I want you, Joe! I will have you. I know you want me too. 
I know it.” She pressed against him and kissed him. 
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For the first time Joe wrapped his arms around her and 
kissed her in return. Then he released her. “No, Em. No! 
I’m not going to do that to you! Save it for your husband, ma 
"tite. ” 

“I want you for my husband. I would make you such a 
wife! I would always be there when you need me. Always.” 

When he still shook his head she got up in front of him and 
stood with her legs on either side of his. She flipped the string 
in back and let her bra fall away, revealing her untouched 
young breasts. Emilie picked up his hands and placed them 
over her bosom and swayed as she rubbed his hands over her 
nipples. 

Joe pulled her astride his lap. “Goddam you, little 
vixen!” 

“T want you, Joseph Devereaux!” 

His mouth surrounded hers, his hands at her buttocks held 
her close against him. 

He pulled his head back and looked at the triumphant, 
lovely face of the little Cajun. His hand filled with her curly 
hair. 

“Emilie, don’t you know this is wrong? Nothing will ever 
come of it. I'll love you and leave you, hon.” 

“Right now I don’t care. I am aching for you to love me. I 
want to be vour lover. I want you inside me, Joe. I want...” 

He laid her down on the bunk and got to his knees beside 
her. He looked into her wanton young eyes before he slipped 
a hand beneath her head and kissed her, his other hand ex- 
ploring the firm little breasts. 

She moaned as his hands aroused her more. Emilie moved 
her mouth away and pushed his face down to her bosom, and 
her whole body moved in a gyrating rhythm. His hands dis- 
covered her waist, her hips, her thighs, and slipped between 
her legs. Her movements became wild in response. 

When the bikini pants were removed he paused. “It might 
hurt, honey.” 

Her fingers pinched his Pinpies and she writhed in antici- 
pation. “I don’t care! Let it hurt! I want it! I want it!” 

Gently he spread her legs and eased himself into her. 

“Am I hurting you, honey?” 

“So good, so good. The hurt makes it better.” 

To his surprise a little later her body jerked in spasms be- 
fore his did and she held him tight to her as he went, contin- 
uing to hold him for a long while, breathing love words in 
French to him. 
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“Emilie? Did I hurt you?” 

“Mais non. Just a little. But it was so good. I think I drink 
champagne all the time!” 

“I shouldn’t have done this.” 

“My first time and you make it what every girl would 
dream. I'll be your lover always, whenever you want me, Joe.” 

He patted her face and got up. On an impulse, he leaped 
over the side and into the water that felt cool and clean. 

When she called him back aboard she was wearing the 
shirt again over the bathing suit. Her arms went around his 
dripping body. 

“Joe, thank you for making my first time so wonderful.” 
' “Pve been thinking, honey. What if you got pregnant?” 

“But I started with the pill sin¢e June, when I thought 
that maybe now I have a chance for you.” : 

He dried off -with a towel she handed him, then slipped 
back into his jeans, putting his shirt on too. He sat down and 
pulled her onto his lap, 

“Did you really reach a climax, Em?” 

Her fingers traced. his lips. “Yes. I did. You are surprised?” 

“Yes. It’s kind of—unusual, you know?” 

“Not with Joe Devereaux for a lover.” 

He smiled. “Are you all right, Em?” 

“You love me or you wouldn’t care!” She hugged him tight. 

With his face against her neck he spoke gently. “Emilie, 
please don’t. Don’t confuse sex with love.” 

“But I am not your little sister anymore!” 

“No, you’re not that.” 

“Can you not see what a pair we are?” 

“Pair of what?” 

“Lovers!” 

“Emilie, I don’t want a permanent liaison right now. I : 
could give you nothing in return for you love and devotion.” 

“You could give me what you give me today, and I’m not 
so displeasing? Did I not do weil? And I will do better, 
c'est. vrai!” ; 

“Honey a ” 

Her fingers stopped his mouth. “Don’t say what would 
spoil my wonderful day, when I learned that love with you is 
what I always knew it would be!” 

He patted her bottom. “All right, honey.” 

As the days rushed on Emilie became a fixture, a conve- 
nience he used the same way he used his comb or his tooth- 
brush. When Papa and Beau went off on the maiden voyage 
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of the first of the new fleet, Joe had to stay behind to see 
the conveyor installed. and Emilie moved in with him. 

She was there when he came home from work one night. 
Supper was readv and hot. The house was clean. The place 
seemed different. It seemed like a home, with her clothes 
heside his in the closet, ber toothbrush in the bathroom. 

“Emilie, shouldn’t you have asked me before you just up 
move in? And what will Papa say?” 

“T told him already. He kiss me and say be careful or you 
get a broke heart.” 

“He’s right. I don’t have time to give to you, hon. And 
I’m not able to love you just yet.” 

“If I can but pretend I am your wife, and if I can cook your 
meals and sleep with vou, I am content.” 

He shook his head and patted her rump. “All right, ma 
tite. But don’t expect anything more from me.” 

“T promise.” 

’ Two weeks later she sat and watched him study a stack of 
papers on the table. 

“Joe?” 

“Mmm.” 

“Business good, ein?” 

“Very good.” 

“You gonna make lots money?” 

“It looks that way.” He frowned and bent closer to his work. 

“I love you, Joe.” 

He managed a smile and a wink and went back to his 
papers. 

“Joe? Can we go make love?” 

“Later, hon. You go on to bed.” 

“Joe?” 

“What, Emilie!” 

“Have I been a good lover and mistress?” 

“Yes. You have. But ’m busy now.” 

“Would you marry me?” 

He threw down his pen. “Hell! I thought we had this 
settled! I knew it would be this way!” 

She stood up, her lip trembling, and walked to the bedroom 
door. 

“Til be gone tomorrow. Goodnight, mon cher. I tried and 
failed to make you happy. I will go back to La Belle Cajun to- 
morrow.” 

Joe sat with his head in his hands, unable to concentrate 
336 


over the sound of her crying in the bedroom. Finally he went 
in and saw her doubled up on the bed. 

“Em? Don’t cry. You don’t have to go.” 

“Yes, I do. I went to confession today. I must move out and 
try to do right.” 

“I’m sorry, Em. I wish it were different.” 

She turned and threw herself into his arms. “Joe! I don’t 
want to leave! I would go to hell glad if I could live with you 
always, if only you cared a little for me, but— 

“In my own way. I love you, Em. But I’m no good for 
you. I just don’t have any time.” 

“No. Not for Emilie. And it is sad, n’est-ce pas? I give 
you all and you don’t want it. And I am so good for you. 
I can make you laugh. I could even make you be happy again, 
if you’d let me.” 

“I’m just not ready yet, Em.” 

“Why don’t you marry me and let me try to make you 
happy? Then if I can’t I will leave and give you a divorce.” 

“That’s a hell of a deal for you!” 

“It’s what I want. I could be happy with that.” 

“Happy?” 

“Yes, bid 

“It. would really make you happy to marry me, knowing 
I love another woman I can’t have?” 

When she looked into Joe’s haunted brown eyes Emilie felt 
guilty for a moment about the letter she’d read and sent 
back. But only for a moment, because she could make him 
happier. No matter how he loved Jean, Emilie knew she 
would make him a better wife, be better for him. 

“Mon cher, I will make you forget.” 

He took her small hand and examined it thoughtfully. 
“You're a sweet girl, Em.” 

“I try to tell you this!” 

He smiled at her joke, and the sadness in her beautiful eyes 
was unbearable. Like a puppy about to be put out for the 
night. her whole being seemed to shake with pleading. 

“Would marrying me really make you happy?” 

“Mon Dieu! It is all I pray for!” 

Joe lay back and looked at the ceiling and felt her head 
lean against his, felt her breath in his ear, her hand in the 
hair on his chest. 

“Em, I guess someone in this bitchin’ world ought to be 


happy.” 
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Part Two 


HEAT 
1970-1973 


Chapter Forty-One 


Andrew Bartel waited in Jean’s office. He’d just missed her, 
he was told, but she should be down soon. She'd gone 
up for an inspection. He paced the floor. Ten. dozen things 
required his attention in various parts of the world. Why then 
was he here? It was hard for him to admit that he’d lost a 
battle; that he’d come back to Houston at this time because 
Jean might need him. She would, he was sure. She was like 
him. When she fell it would be all the way to the bottom. 

The bug he had had installed in her office had recorded 
everything since the day he had left three weeks before. He 
had to know, he felt, to be sure that his appraisal of her 
was not blurred by his wanting her. 

That fallacy had finally fallen away by itself—the idea that 
all he’d ever wanted was her body. His desire had eaten past 
that and up to his heart, goddammit! 

Joe Devereaux. What a fool. And that little bitch he was 
marrying! She’d come to Jean’s office—the low-bred little 
snip had tried to rub Jean’s nose in it, on the pretense that 
she wanted a house designed by Jean, because Jean had 
“drawn” the house plans for Devereaux’s parents. 

What did Jean see in such people? Ignorance settled on 
them like red dust on the underbrush beside the dirt roads of 
the region. Jean was better off without Devereaux. He was a 
crossbreed of ignorance—the East Texan and the Cajun. God! 
What had Jean seen there, anyway? She seemed too bright 
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to be smitten by looks, but Devereaux was the handsomest 
man even Bartel had ever met. And the man had a presence 
about him. Devereaux also. had a brilliant business mind. Too 
bad he wouldn’t be on the ABC team. He had been clever 
enough to turn Bartel’s own ploy around. Instead of Bartel 
.controlling Devereaux as had been intended, the man had 
used the portfolio prepared by Bartel’s top people to get in- 
vestors who were rivals to the Bartel Cartel—as ABC was 
called in some circles, The Bartel name, not Devereaux’s, 
had brought the investors in. The man was an adversary to 
be watched. And he had Jean’s love. But his marriage coming 
up Saturday would neutralize that issue. 

Bartel walked outside when he saw the donkey cage 
coming down. Jean was laughing, and those with her were, 
too. She’d earned her co-workers respect with her knowledge 
and with her refusal to give up her femininity. Things were 
pretty relaxed on the job now. 

Jean seemed glad to see him. She took off the pink helmet 
and smoothed her hair as she walked toward him grinning, 
a welcoming light in her eyes. 

“Helio, you!” 

“Take you to lunch?” 

“Five minutes?” 

“Right.” 

He watched her walk into the office. Purple. His favorite 
coloraee.- 

Instead of taking Jean to lunch, Andy headed the car to- 
ward Galveston. He took her hand and held it while they 
drove and later, while they walked in the surf. They spoke 
little’ They looked at each other seldom. The communica- 
tion’ was on another plane. 

They rested on a boulder and looked out to sea. “I’ve 
been doing a lot of thinking, Jean. I realize . . . I’ve become 
aware .... Jean... ” He looked at her, “Jean, I love you.” 
He looked very close and released the pent-up breath from 
his lungs when he saw a gentle and loving smile come over 
her face. 

“Actually, I've loved you for a long time, I think. My 
love has grown and broadened as I’ve seen you, watched you 
fight, watched you love—and lose. I admire you more than 
any other human alive, Jean. And, finally, I can say it. I 
love you, Jean.” : 

She stood up in front of him, her hands on his shoulders 
as his fingers clutched her waist. 

342 


“Andy, I still need time. But I’m getting better, I think. 
Coming around. Do you mind giving me some time?” 

“No. I mind, but I won’t pressure you.” 

“When I say it, you do want me to mean it?” 

“Yes. I do. I want to marry you.” 

“We'll talk it out, plan our lives, compromise.” 

“But no forfeiting?” He grinned up at her. 

“Not by me, not by you.” Jean smiled at him, and her 
love went out to the plaintive face. Andy said he needed her. 
How handsome he looked then with the breeze ruffling his 
blond hair, his body deeply tanned, his blue shirt collar 
loosened, his pants legs rolled and his feet bare. 

“Andy, you. know Ill always be happier as we are now, 
rather than in some high-society whirl. Can you accept that?” 

“You've shown me a glimpse of what simple happiness is. 
I want more. Yes. I think that’s one of many reasons I love 
you.” 

Jean -bent to kiss him and felt his hands shake as he 
reached up and held tightly to her wrists. 

She pulled back. “What is it, Andy?” 

He looked away and released her wrists. “Jean, I’m afraid 
Til hurt you someday. I want you so much. I want to smother 
you, to devour you.” He pulled her close, and his face 
pressed between her breasts. 

“Darling?” She held him close and caressed his head as 
though he were a child who needed comforting. . 

Suddenly he pushed her. “Jean, turn me loose! Get away 
from me, please!” 

She released him and backed away. Andy looked at her as 
if some terrible guilt rent him. He got up and walked hur- 
riedly down the beach until he was a distant figure. 

Eventually, he turned and came back and stood between 
Jean and the sun, shadowing her as she sat on the pink 
granite. 

“Jean, I need some time, too, I guess.” He sat down. “I 
have this compulsion . . . this hideous madness . . . oh 

He bent and picked up a shell and rattled it around in his 
closed hand. “I’m like an atiimal . . . like a predatory thing, 
I tear into... * He stood up and tossed the shell and 
looked away. _ 

“Andy, I think I know what you're trying to say. I’ve 
had hints from your own actions, and I’ve heard some gos- 
Sip.” 

“You already know?” 
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“That you like to nibble? Yes.” 

“You knew and yet you’re still willing to commit your- 
self to me?” 

“Yes.” 

“Jean...” He sat down, hunched forward, and took her 
hand, placing it on his knee. He traced her fingers. 
“Honey ... ” He took the hand between both of his and 
-held it to his forehead. “Jean, I don’t nibble. I bite. I’m a 
cruel, perverted beast sometimes. And I can’t help it.” 

“Andy, you wouldn’t hurt my .children? It wouldn't affect 
them?” 

“Only if I hurt you.” 

. “Andy, have you sought help?” 

“I was under psychoanalysis for over a year, after Jacob 
died. That’s when it got out of control. My mother deserted 
me as a boy, then Elishba betrayed me and allowed my son 
to... die.” 

“And?” 

“That’s all Edelman could do for me—give me insight.” 

“Have you tried prayer?” 

“Jean, I don’t believe in God. There’s no way there could 
be a God, in a world like this.” 

“How lonely you must be, then. No one to talk to when 
you're alone and afraid, or in pain.” 

“Ves,” 

“Andy, have you tried behavioral psych?” 

“What? Where they stick pins in me when I’m naughty- 
naughty?” 

She smiled. 

“Yes, Jean. I spent a month in a Swiss asylum that spe- 
cialized in the behavioral approach.” 

“Andy, would you hurt me?” 

“Probably. That’s why—at least, I think that’s why—TI re-: 
fused to admit to myself how much you meant to me.” He 
slumped forward, holding her left hand in a vise between his 
knees. “I know that within me there is such potential for de- 
struction, a defect, a flaw, if you will. Jean, I never loved 
before. I used people, manipulated them. Every decision in a 
relationship was based on a cold-blooded calculation as to how 
the relationship could benefit me. I say I’ve never loved, but 
I did once—Jacob, my son. I’m still bitter, could still strangle 
his mother. That’s why I still refuse to see her. Why I divorced 
her. Because to this day, I might kill her. I was cruel to her, 
and yet I know I would react the same way now as I did then. 
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Jean, when I learned he was dead, when Fred met me at the 
plane, I went berserk. I remember when I got to the house 
Elishba came running to me and I slapped her, knocking her 
down. I would have killed her if they hadn’t pulled me off her. 
I refused to ever see her again, or talk to her. She loved me, 
and yet I could treat her like that.” 

“Andy, I don’t know a lot about love, or philosophy, but 
do you think maybe you create the poison that does this to 
you? Perhaps if you could look at Elishba and see the hell 
she lives with, and forgive her. Truly forgive her. She loved 
her little boy —” 

“I’ve tried. I’ve relived it, looking at it as though I were 
Elishba, and then when I would turn to my husband, I would 
see this . . . this terrible hate glistening in the eyes. No, 
Jean.” ; 

“If you and I could work together to help each other . . . 
Andy, I need someone very badly now. I’m tired.” She lay 
her head against his back. “I’m so very tired.” Her right arm 
reached up and she caressed his face. “You've been so good 
to me, so kind. Yet I’ve seen the cruelty, too.” 

“But you never take me too seriously, which I think is what 
intrigued me about you. I can never make you jump through 
the hoop, and yet it angers me that you don’t obey me. When 
I think about my past record, I become frightened. I’m terri- 
fied that I might hurt you, Jean.” Andy released her hand 
and slipped his arms around her waist, his head resting on her 
breast. “What I feel for you is as strong, as violent as any hate 
I’ve ever known. What if... whatif...” 

“Andy, look at me.” 

He did so, assessing her and her windblown beauty not 
diminished even though her lips drooped and her eyes were 
moist. 

“I'm not the one. No, Andy, you’ve made a mistake. I’m 
not your savior. I’ve tried to tell you, but you don’t hear me. 
You see what you want to see. Listen to me now. Look at 
me and see me, not some ethereal creature you’ve conjured up. 
I’m weak, and I’m tired. Don’t lean on me. I’m looking for 
someone to hold me up awhile. ’m a woman and I need a 
man. I need a man’s love. in bed, and I need him beside me 
after. I am a woman. Nothing more.” 

“And nothing less?” 

She nodded. : 

“Would you be my woman? My wife? Could I be the man 
who takes you to his bed?” Se: 2 
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“What woman would I have to be? The saint? The vamp? 
The harlot?” 

“Why did you say that?” 

“Because . . . I wish we hadn’t had this conversation. My 
feelings are so ambivalent now. I don’t know who i am any- 
more. Andy, often I think I’m about to break into a million 
pieces. There are so many things pulling at me, so many 
people I’m supposed to be, that I don’t know who I am. Some- 
times, I wonder if everyone has things—gargoyles perched 
upon our roofs, pouring water on our tortured heads when 
we experience these storms.” 

He laughed. “You are quite something, my dear. Poet, 
engineer, architect, mother, lover, humanitarian.” 

“You forgot superwoman.” 

“Jean, do you really have fears? I know you've been tense, 
but you always seem to be so self-possessed.” 

“Fell exists inside everyone. It’s not someplace you go 
later.” 

“Somehow that makes me feel better—to know that you 
feel that too. I guess I’m selfish, eh?” . 

“Misery do love company, don’t it.” 

* "Deed it do. Let’s walk.” 

“Yes. Please.” 

They were silent for a long time, walking, stopping to point 
at something distant—the stack of a tanker far at sea, the sail 
of a tiny boat, the soar of a gull—pausing to pick up a shell 
and examine its symmetry. 

“Tide’s coming in.” 

“Mm-hmm.” — - 

“Jean, may I pry?” 

“Yes. He’s still in my blood.” 

“You're psychic as well?” 

“Andy, as you know, dear, a total giving of oneself -to 
another does not come easily, nor is it easily revoked. Did you 
know that Joe and I vowed to each other? Several times. Once 
in church. We vowed to always love each other. I guess always 
is a pretty short time, when there’s no faith or trust on either 
side.” 

“J disagree. You were faithful and far too trusting.” 

“Anyway, it didn’t work out, and . . . Andy, when I do 
come to you it will be a forever thing. That’s the way I am.” 

“It’s worth waiting for.” 

“Getting late.” 

“Ves,” 
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. “Will I see you soon, Andrew?” 

“T hope so. I’ve got a tremendous amount of quarterly re- 
porting to supervise, and I’ve got to meet with the union 
again to see if we can avert a strike.” 

“They work you too hard.” 

“Just as the Bartel slavedrivers work you, niy girl.” 

“Oh, it is so true!” 

“You love it, though!” 

“For a fact.” 

“We'll have the weekend if you'd like. Perhaps we can even 
have a wake and lay Mr. Devereaux to rest once and for all.” 

“You know, don’t you?” 

‘That Saturday is his wedding day? Yes. Thank God.” 

“At least you’re honest with me.” 

“No matter what happens, we must remain honest with 
each other, Jean.” 

Jean looked at him, lifting her face and whispering his 
name. “Andy?” Her lips came gently to his, and he realized 
that it was not just a kiss, but Jean’s first giving of herself to 
him. Andy held her close, a glow in his gray eyes; the 
threshold had been crossed, and soon he would possess the 
only woman he had had to earn rather than buy. 


Chapter Forty-Two 


The church was old and musty, and sticky even in September, 
even though the real heat was over in southern Louisiana. A 
mixture of frog and mockingbird voices blended with the 

347 


dank sweet smell of the bayou and long-dried magnolia 
blossoms. The afternoon was hot and sultry, but there was a 
fading freshness lent to the wedding by an arbor of red-and- 
purple crepe myrtle trees standing like bridesmaids waiting 
beside the church. 

Joe opened the stained-glass window, but caught himself 
before he loosened his tie. The bayou ran slow behind the 
knoll where the church stood, and the water was a dark bitter 
green like the moss dangling from the oaks. Willows dripped 
into the murky water where an old log rotted on the bank and 
a moccasin suddenly slipped from it in pursuit of an unwary 
frog. 

Joe was recalled from his observations by the pressure of 
his father’s hand. 

“About ready, son?” 

Joe looked into eyes that were mirrors of his own and 
smiled, sighing. “As I'll ever be, I reckon.” 

The elder Devereaux cleared his throat. “You're sure, 
now? I mean, well, Joe, you’ve got to be sure before it’s too 
late.” 

Joe grinned. “It’s already too late.” He attempted a laugh 
and walked over to the cracked mirror to straighten his 
morning coat. “No, I’ve got to settle down. Need some de- 
pendents on my income tax.” 

“But you said she shouldn’t have children.” 

“We'll adopt . . . someday.” 

“You're playing a foolish game, you know.” Clayton 
Devereaux’s heavy brows wrinkled as he looked at his son, 
dark and big and handsome, groomed for his wedding—but 
with reconciled, hollow eyes. “You don’t have to marry.” 

“Yes, I do. I need to be married very much right now. 
Emilie loves me, you know.” 

“And what are you're going to give her?” 

Joe looked at his father. “I’m not exactly a pauper. Things 
are looking good for the future.” 

“Maybe in money—” Clayton stopped himself. 

“Daddy, this is my wedding, not my funeral. For God’s 
sake, be happy for me!” 

“All right, son. I will if you will.” 

Joe ignored the last remark. “You got the ring?” 

“Yes, I have it.” His fingers touched the diamonds in his 
pocket. 

“Time to go. Hear the organ?” 
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Before Joe stepped through the doorway his father grabbed 
him and they exchanged an embrace tinged with sadness. 

The gray plastered walls of the church bequeathed a gloom 
which was broken by patterned glare from the open windows. 

Joe smiled as he watched Emilie come toward him. Be- 
neath the veil her dark eyes searched and were rewarded with 
a tender look from his. 

Joe didn’t listen to the spoken prayer when they knelt, but 
Emilie saw his eyes squeeze tight. 

She too shut her eyes and spoke a silent prayer. 

His hands were sweaty as he lifted the veil. For a moment 
he said nothing, just smiled at the small pleading face. Then 
he whispered as he bent to kiss her, “Hello, wife.” 

Later the old high ceilings of Emilie’s grandmother’s house 
rang with the deep-gold Cajun laughter. Little English was 
spoken and many wine bottles emptied as the day wore on. 
Joe danced to the fiddles until his bride was exhausted; and 
he laughed loudly at the crude jokes of his comrades when 
Emilie wasn’t near. 

- Finally, Emilie tugged him toward the stairs as darkness 
settled over the house. She tossed her bouquet from there. It 
landed in the hands of a cousin, and the couple raced up the 
Steps. : 

A little later Joe knocked gently at Emilie’s bedroom door. 

“Are you ready?” 

The door burst open and laughing aunts and cousins bub- 
bled out to usher him in. 5 

- “How'd they all get in?” 

“It wasn’t easy!” Emilie’s cheeks were pale beneath the 
laughter. 

Joe put his arm around her shoulders. “You're a pretty 
little of gal. I like you in pink, Hell! I reckon I like you in 
anything!” 

They laughed into each other’s eyes, and she tiptoed to kiss 
him. 

“T love you, Mr. Devereaux.” 

“You'd better!” He released her with a hug and turned. to 
pick up her luggage. “You ready?” 

“Unom, I’ve been ready a long time, me!’ 

He grinned at her, an eyebrow raised, and caught sight of 
the wedding gown hanging against the closet door. “That’s 
the prettiest dress I ever saw. You were radiant in it, ma 
tite.” He set the cases on the bed and walked over to touch 
the crisp fabric. 
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She went with him, settling under his arm. 

“Emilie? Everything was perfect today, just like you, ma 
chére. We're going to have a good marriage. I hope I can 
make you happy.” 

“Oh, Joseph, I worship you. I just worship you!” 

He held her head to his chest and kissed her hair. “Guess 
we'd better go. Our plane leaves at ten and we have a good 
drive to New Orleans, n’est-ce pas?” 

“Qui! One more check to see what I forgot!” She looked 
into the closet and snatched up a pair of straw sandals. “Me, 
I knew I would forget these!” When she knelt a slender white 
cylinder that had been propped in the corner fell against her. 
Hastily she shoved it back and stood up. - 

“Hey! Is that another wedding present?” 

“No! It is nothing.” 

“What are you hiding, ma “tite? A secret from me, non?” 
He reached around her, laughing, and snatched the cylinder, 
which had a white bow around it and a card attached. 

“Who's this from?” 

Emilie was silent. He read the card aloud. 


“May you have blue skies and gentle seas all the days 
of your lives— 
The Iversen Family.” 


He looked at her querously. “Emilie, why did Jean send a 
present? You didn’t send her an invitation, did you?” 

“Mais non! You told me not to!” 

“Then why this?” 

She shrugged. “Who cares? Put it away. We have a long 
Tide, us. Le’s go!” She took her suitcases in hand and thrust 
them at him. “Come on, mon cher!” 

“Why didn’t you tell me about this instead of hiding it here 
in the closet?” 

“You don’ know?” 

“Yes. But you should have told me.” 

“Joe! Le’s go! The time is passing late, ein?” . 

“Just a minute. I want to see what we've got here.” He un- 
screwed the top and slid out a rolled set of house plans. A 
note fell out, and Emilie furtively knelt to pick it up while he 
unrolled the plans. 

The first sheet was the front elevation of a Southern Colo- 
nial house with double-story columns. Why in the world 
a she send this as a wedding gift? He observed the stylistic 


signature of Jean Iversen, then looked at Emilie. “What did 
the note say?” , 

“It was not a note. Just a scrap of paper.” 

“Oh? Let me see it.” 

She hesitated and set her mouth before handing it over. 

He mumbled aloud as he read. 


“Dear Emilie— 

I hope this is what you wanted. I tried to include all 
the details you mentioned on your visit to my office. The 
only change I made is that I included only one fireplace. 
If you want more it would be a minor thing for your 
builder to make the changes. In addition, I took the lib- 
erty of making the cabinet height specifications more in 
line with your petite stature, though you didn’t mention 
-this. I hope the house meets with your approval and that 
you will know much happiness within its walls. Please 
accept these plans as my wedding gift to you and Joe. 

Jean Iversen” 


Joe folded the letter carefully and looked at Emilie a long 
while. Finally he walked over to a window and spoke quietly. 

“Why did you bring her to our wedding?” 

“Mais non, Joe. She is not here. It is just lines on a paper. 
Unless you make more of it.” 

“Why in God’s name did you go to her office and—” 

Emilie answered defiantly, “Is she not an architect? One of 
the best, the papers say, n’est-ce pas? I wanted the best home 
possible, non? Did she not build the home of your maman 
and papa?” 

Joe was adamant. “What did you do, Emilie? How did you 
go about it?” 

“T just call for an appointment. First the girl she say that 
Mrs. Iversen is not there—that she. is at the construction site 
and I say can she have lunch with me but she has an appoint- 
ment for lunch and I say when the devil can I see her? I got 
hot, me. So the girl say for me to call back at two when Mrs. 
Iversen is in and she will see if Mrs. Iversen can see me. So I 
did. And she did.” : 

“ ‘And?” 

“What you want me to say? She was nice. She smiled. As 
always she looked pretty.” 

“Did she mention me?” 

“Non. I did most the talking. She took notes, asked ques- 
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tions about the house. It was all very businesslike. I told her 
I must have them before my wedding, and that money was no 
problem. I told her you had plenty money now.” 

“Oh my God! Emilie! She must think . . . no telling what 
she thinks. God! I hope she doesn’t think I sent you!” 

“Mais non, Joe. I told her you did not know I was there. I 
say that she did a grande job on your maman’s house that I 
wanted no one but her to draw our house. And I told her how 
I wanted a big house with white columns and... she was 
very nice, Joe.” 

“Emilie, I don’t think you realize what a sacrifice it was 
for Jean to do this. I really wish you hadn’t gone.” 

“But is this not how she make her money? Drawing 
houses?” 

“Emilie, Jean is the architect, engineer, and project director 
for that place. She works twelve and fourteen hours a day. n 

“A woman? Ridiculous, non?” 

“Maybe. But she does it.” : 

“That is ... trés étrange, n’est-ce pas?” 

“Oui.” F 

“I see why she lost you! A man don’ want no woman in 
dirty jeans ail day, non! A man want his woman sweet in a 
pretty dress with a good meal and a big cigar for him and one 
big night of lovin’ when he come home, ’ein?” 

Joe clenched his jaw and looked at the patterned carpet. 
Voices from beneath the window invaded the room, and he 
looked out to see a crowd of impatient rice throwers down 
below. 

“We'd better go, Emilie.” 

“They descended into a bombardment of rice from well- 
Wishers. Joe put Emilie into the car and tossed the white 
cylinder into the back seat. 

“Why you bring that thing? Tha’s not the house I told her 
I wanted, mais non!” 

“We'll look at it later!” 

“I will throw it away!” 

“No, you won’t.” 

They were silent on most of the drive to New Orleans. 
Emilie huddled against Joe, and he drove with both hands, 
his eyes glued toward the road ahead. 

Her voice was concerned when she did speak. “Joe?” 

“Uh-huh?” A cigarette dangled between his lips as he 
reached for the lighter. 

“Will you ever be able to forget her?” 
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Tears were brimming in Emilie’s eyes when he frowned in 
her direction. “Who?” 

“Jean Iversen!” 

Yes. Already have. I just didn’t like the idea of you... 


you know.” 
“Yes. Me, I’m ‘afraid I do know. But still, I wanted to meet 
her again, to see if she . . . what she is really like.” 


“You mean to see if she cared anything about me?” 

“¥ guess so.” She laid her head against his shoulder. 

“That should be the last of your worries. Actually, I only 
went out with her a few times.” He sounded nonchalant and 
put an arm around his wife, squeezing her to him. “I’ve been 
going with you two or three years.” 

She grinned. “Mais oui, off and on. But I think more off 
than on, ’ein?” 

Their laughter was strained. 

“Ah, Emilie. You married a son of a bitch. I just hope you 
got the patience to put up with me. I’ve been a bachelor for 
thirty-three years now and it’s not easy to get used to living 
with someone after all that time. But I think we’ll make it.” 


Chapter Forty-Three 


A star-sprinkled sea stretched deep midnight for a thousand 
miles before him and was bathed in blue moonlight that cast a 
glow on the beach. Joe hunched over the balcony, leaning his 
palms on the rail, and felt the cool moist breeze relax his 
body. His tie lay inside on the dresser beside his coat, and his 
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sleeve cuffs were rolled. A rustle behind him brought a smile. 
He reached behind and caught her outstretched hand, draw- 
ing her under his arm. 

“Hello, child bride.” 

“I’m not a child.” 

“Um, Lord! I should say not!” 

“That’s better.” She was pleased and caught his other hand 
and placed it on her waist. 

There was a knock on the door and he released her. 

“Supper. I thought you’d be hungry after that long flight.” 

“Hungry!” She rolled her eyes, bringing a lusty grin to him. 

They sat across the crystal and silver and stared nervously 
at each other. He picked the champagne from the ice and 
began trying to solve the corkscrew’s secret. 

“I love Martinique, Joe. I love you, I love our marriage. 
I’m so happy!” 

His hands stopped working at the cork. 

“Emilie, you’re beautiful. I feel like I’m seeing you for the 

_ first time ever. White lace is—” 

“Come over here and tell me about it.” 

He set the bottle down and walked around, dropping to his 
knees before her and taking her hands to kiss. His eyes were 
almost shy. 

“You glad you married me, Em?” 

Her arms caressed his head as ‘his lips brushed ‘the lace- 
paneled bosom of the peignoir. 

“Emilie, Emilie,” he whispered. “My little Emilie.” 

His lips covered hers as his hands fumbled with the pearl 
buttons. Then he picked her up and let the negligee slide onto 
the bed. Holding her tightly in his arms, he felt her body 
through the sheer gown. Gently he laid her down beneath him. 

Her hands reached up and caressed his face. “Joe, I. will 
make you.such a good wife that you will forget anyone before 
me. I will burn the house plans and it will be to us like burn- 
ing the past—like burning our bridges behind us, ’ein?” 

He looked away. “Don’t bring her to our wedding night 
too, Em, please.” 

She felt his body tense, and she looked at him carefully. 

“Joe? It is not Emilie who brought the drawings. I say I 
am sorry. I say le’s make a fire and burn her out of our lives. 
But it is not Emilie who brings this other woman to my wed- 
ding night. Mais non! It is you, I am afraid.” She pouted and 
pulled him closer. 
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“What you are really bothered about, Joe? Them house 
plans, they are not the problem, non.” 

Joe moved her arms from around his neck and stood up. 

“All right. I'll tell you, Emilie. Whether Jean did or did 
not love me is not the point. The point is your going to her 
and deliberately rubbing in the fact that you and I were get- 
ting married. I didn’t think you were capable of such a thing.” 

Tears flowed down her cheeks. “You married to a mean 
little bitch. C’est vrai.” 

“It’s not that.” 

She sat up. “But again it is dumb Emilie who ends up hurt. 
Because you love Jean, Joe. If you didn’t you wouldn’t care 
about those stupid pieces of paper.” 

“Emilie, Jean and I had a thing going for a while, but it 
was brief and it’s past. Why couldn’t you just let it stay in 
the past?” 

She stood up angrily. “Because I very much wanted to 
hurt her! I saw what she did to you. See the left hand, Joe? 
The one the doctor say is giving you arthritis now? I see it 
hurt when the rains fall, I also see when it got broke. I wanted 
her to pay for that, mais oui! I wanted to see her face when I 
tol’ her in my own way that she could hurt you no more, 
non! But you know who really got hurt? Me!’ She flopped 
onto the bed. “Now you know!” She tried to win him back 
to her side. “But it was wrong and I am sorry.” 

Joe paused on the other side of the bed and looked at her, 
puzzled. 

Emilie quickly clambered across and hugged him. “Joe, 
you married me. You bound to love me some. You can forget 
her. Je regrette that I did this, me. And P’ll make you forget 
her, I promise.” ; 

He gently brushed her arms away. “Hell, I’ve already for- 
gotten her! It’s just that, well, she’s still half crippled after 
that explosion and then the operation. And she’s still nervous, 
I hear it’s—” 

“Well, if you’re so damn worried about her why didn’t you 
marry her?” Emilie was standing on the bed, her hands on 
her hips. 

“Tt’s not that I love her, it’s just that I learned a lot about 
myself from her—some things I didn’t like.” 

Emilie looked at Joe. “You learned from her?” 

“Well, because of her, I guess.” 

“Like what, honey?” 
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“Nothing I can talk about. Just . . . things.” 

She whirled away. “Now you won’t even talk to me about 
yourself, non!” 

“Emilie, you’ve got to give me time. I’m not used to telling 
anyone my thoughts. Let me get used to being a husband, will. 
you, hon?” 

“You didn’t have to have a lot of time with her! You said 
you barely knew her!” 

He faced her squarely. “Emilie, if we’re going to have any 
kind of a marriage at all, you’re going to have to ease off, you 
hear?” 

“Mais oui! I hear! You can’t talk to me but you can learn 
from her! You can’t bear to hear her name, yet you married 
me! Just where in hell does that put me in your life, ’ein?” 

“You're my wife!” 

“I’m not so sure I want to be the wife of a man who is 
stupid enough to love a big cow.” 

“Don’t say it!” His hand raised menacingly. 

“I hate you, Joe Devereaux! I hate you! And I wish she’d 
been killed in that explosion and you with her. And I wish 
I’d never married you!” 

Joe shook with rage as he moved across the room to the 
table and jerked up the champagne bottle, glaring at her as he 
stalked to the door. “That can sure as hell be rectified!” 

The slam of the door rattled the mirror, and Emilie stood 
for a moment staring at herself. } 

“T hate her! I hate her!” Emilie screamed, and ripped the 
white gown from her body. 

At ten the next morning she was awakened by thudding 
on the door. When she opened it, Joe almost fell into the 
room, reeling drunk. . — 

“Oh, mon Dieu, Joe!” She helped him over to the bed, 
where he stood wobbling for a second and looked at her 
through bleary eyes. 

He raised a shaking finger, pointed it in her face and 
drawled thickly, “You’re my wife!” 

As Emilie smiled happily, he grabbed at her but fell onto 
the bed and passed out. : 

She whispered, “Damn you, Joe!” Sliding her fingers 
through his tousled hair, she kissed his sleeping face. 
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Chapter Forty-Four 


The houseboy who answered the door drew back at the sight 
of the tall woman in a long blue caftan, carrying a tote 
bag. 

She laughed and brushed past him. “José, mi compadre, 
you are officially awarded the day off. I am going to surprise 
Mr. Bartel with my culinary mastery.” 

“But Sefiora Iversen!” 

“No buts! The great Jean Turquoise will cover for you. 
This is a surprise. So go! Visit someone. And you don’t have 
to be back until the stroke of midnight!” Her laughter 
continued as she persuaded him to leave. 

She sang and fluttered about the kitchen, pausing now and 
again when she especially liked the sound of her soft soprano 
in some particular refrain. Nothing fazed her, not even the 
fact that she wasn’t sure which room Andy was in. She 
banged doors along the hall until she heard him bellow with 
Tage. 

She sang out, “Here comes Jeanie, ready or not!” 

Bartel sat up and peered at her through a fuzzy haze. His 
pajamas lay on a chair and his body was bare under the 
sheet. 

“Jean? For God’s sake! What are you doing here so 
early? What time is it?” 

She hummed zanily and set the tray on a table beside the 
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bed, then floated over to the windows and opened the drapes. 
The newly risen sun zapped him in the eyes. 

“Goddam, woman! That’s enough to blind a man! What 
have you been drinking?” 

She stopped in the middle of the room, one hand on her 
hip, the other fluttering about her face. “Now let me see! 
Yes!” She cha-cha-cha’d to the bed and leapt up, dancing 
about his feet, tripping and falling on top of him. 

_ “Good God almighty, Jean! You’ve gone bananas!” 

“Chiquita Banita. That’s me!” She rolled over and put her 
feet on the floor, revealing a goodly portion of leg. 

Andy’s brows arched. “Hey, lovely! What have you got 
on under that robe?” He straightened, placing another pillow 
behind his back. 

“Would you really like to know?” 

“That requires an answer?” 

“All right! You asked for it!” 

“Many times, as I recall.” 

Jean began slowly unzipping the caftan until a deep curve 
was revealed, then turned her back and wriggled, allowing 
the caftan to slip to show her bare back. “Are you readee, 
boom-boom!” She whirled back around and let the caftan 
suddenly fall to reveal her one-piece bathing suit. 

“Unfair! Unfair! I demand my money back!” He grinned. 

“You haven’t paid yet, dearie!” She walked seductively 
over and picked up the tray, placing it in his lap. “I came for 
that holiday weekend you promised me. We're going to the 
beach!” 

“You took away my appetite.” 

Jean giggled and he remarked, “The next time you do that 
little number I want nothing on you when the robe drops 
away!” 

Jean stood above the bed and laughed, her cat eyes. 
narrowed. 

“T think I'll seduce you!” 

“My dear! Such a difficult assignment! Do you really think 
you could manage?” 

She removed the tray and without warning straddled his 
lap. 
“This whore always pays her debts. Are you ready to get 
paid?” She moved suggestively in a circular motion as she 
massaged his head with her long fingers at his temples. 

His voice was seething. “My God, Jean! You're killing me! 
You'd better be serious or else get the hell out of here!” 
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She laughed again that crazy giggle, and leaned back, 
resting her hands on his knees. Her voice teased as she moved 
her bottom with a rhythm. 

“Andee, Andee, An-dee!” | 

“You crazy minx!” He surged forward and tore down 
the top of the suit, stripping her to the waist. He bit her 
savagely and she cried out and moved in his lap more swiftly 
until he yanked the suit off her and flung her beneath him, 
cursing her and praising her in the same hoarse breath. 

When he was through he lay sweating atop her, his head 
against her breasts, his eyes shut tightly as though hanging 
onto a last tinge of angry joy. 

Then he moved to her side and reached behind him. 
Grabbing the spread, he pulled it over both of them. He 
covered her to the chin and caressed her face. Jean lay very 
still, When he had control over his vocal cords he whispered, 
Jean?” 

She opened her eyes slightly and smiled, but he saw tears 
shining at the corners. 

“My God! Dear, precious Jean! Why did you taunt me? 
You know how I am!” He kissed her gently. “I’m so sorry, 
Jean. It should have been so beautiful. Why did you entice 
me like that?” 

“I know you like it that way.” 

He turned his head down against her arm. “Oh my God! 
With you, I should be gentle.” 

She raised up and put her arm around his shoulders, and 
leaning over him, kissed the back of his neck. 

“I used you, too, Andy.” 

He turned his head and saw his teeth marks on her breasts. 
He kissed each place tenderly. “Jean, I love you. I’ve wanted 
you so long, and I’ve dreamed of. just this sort of grinding 
explosion. But J know it’s not right to mistreat you. Let me 
love you tenderly.” 

“Later.” She snuggled down and kept her arm about 
him in an oddly protective fashion, caressing his shoulder 
muscles until he slept. 

Andy awoke with a jerk and heard the shower. Lighting a 
cigar, he lay back to smoke it, frowning. 

The bathroom door opened and Jean came out, her dark 
hair damp and combed back from her face. She sauntered 
across the room with her head held high in an unnatural atti- 
tude, her eyes narrowed and proud; but her quivering lips gave 

359 


lie to her haughty demeanor. Andy had never. before realized 
how truly delicate her facial structure was. 

Jean sat on the floor beside the bed and. laid her face 
against the coverlet, reaching up with shaking hands to grasp 
his. 
She said nothing, but the strange little maneuver brought 
an ache to his throat, and he kissed her damp hair gently. 

Her slender hands held tightly to his. “I need you, Andy.” 
Her voice was tiny, like a child’s. “I need you today.” 

He jerked his head up, remembering the date—Saturday, 
September 19. He looked defeated and slowly lowered his 
head. Of course, she would never ask without giving in re- 
turn. And in a way she sensed his need. With concealed 
bitterness, he attempted to fulfill his prepaid role. 

“Would you like to go to the beach, dear?” 

She looked up at him, her eyes dry, yet overflowing with 
unutterable sadness. “I’m sleepy, Andy. I’m feeling a little 
achy.” She touched-her breast unconsciously and again laid 
her head down, closing her eyes. 

Andy put on his robe and helped her to her feet, kissing 
her forehead and holding her carefully, a new protectiveness 
in his manner. “Come with me, darling.”.He led her. into 
another bedroom and turned down the bed covers. When 
she lay down he tucked the sheet around her shoulders and 
brushed the hair from her face with gentle fingers. “Go to 
sleep now.” He stood there a second or two, until he saw 
that she had slipped quickly to sleep. ‘ 

He showered, dressed and loyally ate the cold breakfast 
she’d prepared. During the day, he would occasionally peer 
into the room, where she slept without moving as though 
she were in a deep coma. 

He wandered dismally about the lonely penthouse. It was 
almost dark before he decided she must be awakened. He sat 
on the bed and shook her. “Hey, you. Wake up. Come on, 
Aphrodite.” ; 

Her eyes opened wide, and he saw nothing within them 
but grief. When he spoke her name, she looked at him and 
her smile grew wide. She touched his arm, seeing for the 
first time a genuine tenderness in his look. 

“Hello, sleepy girl.” 

“ Andy.” 

“Hmm?” . 

“Just Andy.” 
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He laughed happily. “How does your ... how do you 
feel?” 

She blushed. “Sore.” 

“Uh ... everywhere?” 

“Pretty much.” 

’ He lay down beside her, lifting her head, resting it atop 
his arm. “I’ll never hurt you again. Never.” 

Jean smiled. “It was my doing.” 

“Darling? I understand why .. . I understand today. Do 
you know what I mean?” 

“No. I’m very confused.” 

“I know you don’t care for me the way I want you to, but 
I love you, Jean. I really do. Darling, I. want you to know 
something. I’ll never ask you to change, for I love what you 
are—every facet of you. And Til not even ask you to marry 
me until you’re ready, though I think you and I could make 
each other happy. I think you could kill the beast and resur- 
rect the man.” 

“Oh, Andy.” She buried her head in his chest and whispered 
tearfully, “Andy, hold me close.” 

He made gentle love to her, as he wished he had the first 
time: And she found herself intoxicated by the alcoholic 
breath in his mouth that succored her so satisfyingly. 

Later they lay beside each other heavily as their bodies 
slowly descended from the tender heights they’d been carried 
to. ? 

As they bathed together in the enormous marble tub, Andy 
saw Jean’s manic attitude of the morning return. 

From her tote bag she produced magicianlike a pair of 
black knit lounging pajamas. “Let’s go eat!” 

‘ When she had dressed and piled her wet hair atop her 
head she came out where Andy sat waiting impatiently. - 

“Does this look presentable, Andy? I’ve never worn these 
in public before. Does my hair look okay?” She turned 
about and seemed, to his surprise, rather nervous. 

Her damp hair was pulled up tight, but the wavy curls 
cascading back down contradicted her attempt at severity. 
Still, it was balanced and pleasing, Andy decided, and on 
Jean the curls about her face and neck were quite elegant. 
For the first time since he’d met her she.was not wearing a 
bra. The styling of the low-cut blouse lent support, but still 
he could see that there was nothing between Jean and the 
knit. It bothered him. 

He managed to nod approval. “In California they wear 
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such ensembles everywhere. You are teddibly avant-garde for 
dear old Houston, my dear.” 

Jean danced around, mimicking a high-fashion model, si- 
dling up to him to throw her arms about his neck, “My dear 
old Andy!” 

“My. dear old Jean. Come, let us fill ourselves with 
goodies!” 

She giggled inanely and they went out to dinner. 

For the first time in a long time Jean forgot to call the 
children and Neva. 


Chapter Forty-Five 


At. dinner Andy watched her with fascination. Could this 
actually be the same gentle willow-tree girl whose beauty and 
depth from the beginning had attracted him? Her eyes not 
only sparkled, they dazzled as if blue electric lights whirled 
behind crystal prisms to achieve the effect he observed. She 
ate ravenously and drank her wine, and while the cherries 
jubilee flamed she smoked through a long holder and flirted 
with the waiter. Andy was aghast and it showed, but a warn- 
ing frown from Jean brought an apologetic but perplexed 
grin to his face. He handled her cautiously. 

As they left the restaurant he saw that even her walk had 
changed; though unpracticed, she performed a sexy slut-strut 
very well. 

“You need a red car, Andy. Something for the hidden 
devil in you!” 

He blushed angrily. “That was uncalled for!” 
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“Oh, come come! There’s a devil lurking in all of us! Look 
at me!” 

“Stop it, Jean!” 

“Turquoise blue! That’s the car color you need! A fiery 
blue.” She grew quiet for a while. 

He tried to think what to do with her. He didn’t like this 
new Jean. Something was very wrong. 

“Let’s go home to my place and listen to some quiet music.” 

“Quiet! Oh, hell!’ She placed a cigarette in the holder and 
displayed it dramatically. “Ze Blue Angel, dahling. Geev me 
a light, vill you?” : 

He didn’t ask when she’d started smoking, he just lit the 
cigarette, ignoring her Dietrich. “Where then?” 

“Put her in go. and I'll tell you where to turn.” 

They drove awhile. He watched anxiously as her bright 
eyes darted about, not missing anything—like a kid in from 
the country for the first time. 

“Jean, it is eleven, you know. Why don’t I take you home? 
Youre not yourself tonight.” ; 

“Stop the damn car!” 

Her door was open! He slammed over to the curb and she 
got out, started walking away. 

“Goddammit, Jean! Get back in this car!” 

“Screw you!” she yelled over her shoulder. 

Andy slammed the door and ran after her, whirling her 
around, wanting very much to slap her. “For God’s sake! 
Settle down!” ; 

“Who the hell do you think you are to censor me? You! 
The Marquis de Sade reincarnate!” Her eyes blazed. 

He tightened his hold on her arm for a moment, raising a 
hand, then he released her. “All right. All right, Jean. Look, 
let’s just settle down—both of us, I mean.” His arm guided 
her back toward the car. “We'll go wherever you'd like and 
do whatever you say. Come on, now.” 

She relaxed against him and giggled. “There are a lot of 
things about me you didn’t know, aren’t there, Andee? Pil 
bet tonight is the last time I see you. I bet I get my walking 
papers tomorrow. Ol’ Jean done finally showed the true nature 
of her bastard soul!” : ; 

“Oh, Jean! What’s wrong, dear?” 

“What makes you think anything’s wrong?” She bounced 
onto the leather seat. 

Quickly Andy went around and got in, afraid she might 
decide to drive the still-idling car. 
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“Okay, love. Now let’s talk.” 

“No!” She folded her arms adamantly and stuck out her 
bottom lip. 

“Jean! I don’t know what to do with you!” 

She jerked her head toward him defiantly and grabbed the 
door handle. “You don’t have to do a damn thing with me!” 

Quickly he put an arm around her. “Don’t do that again! 
Please, dear!” 

She remained tense, waiting for his next move. 

Andy forced a laugh. “Come on, Aphrodite, be a good 
girl.” 

Jean turned with an impish gleam. “Andy, you’re my 
main man. Did you know that? Did you, honey lamb?” 

He chucked her chin. “Since when?” 

“You sexy fiend, you. You have a short memory.” She 
cuddled against him and played her fingers through his blond 
hair. 

He whispered, “Stop it, Jean,” clutching her hand away. 
“You're not yourself.” : 

“Hmm?” She murmured throatily. “Then who am I?” 

Pulling away, she started taking the pins out of her hair, 
letting it fall in unkempt curls about her head. 

She looked at him, saddened at the raw shame her teasing 
bared in his face. “I’m sorry. I’m really truly sorry, Andy.” 
Jean threw her arms about him, holding Andy to her breast 
and caressing his head. 

“Tet’s go somewhere, Jean.” Desire began to manifest it- 
self, with memories of the day and the wondrous fact that 
he had finally made love to her; and not once but twice. He 
_ was ready to have her again, in the manner of the first time 
or the last he hadn’t decided. It had been like having two 
different women, and Jean was behaving like the first one 
again. He pulled her hair, drawing her face down to kiss her. 

In return she lashed his tongue with hers. 

“Jean, what a crazy old girl you are.” 

“T know.” She pulled away, stricken at the suggestion of 
insanity. “Andy, let’s go some place noisy, and wild, where 
people are as crazy as I am. Surely I’m not the only one out 
of my mind in this city. Let’s go and find some friends.” 

“That isn’t exactly what [had in mind.” - 

“I know that; too.” She smiled at him with a hint of the 
old Jean. At that Andy squeezed her hand, relieved. 
aie have a party! Let’s go to Zinnia’s and Nzinga’s! 


Hey, that’s got thythm. Zinnia’s and Nzinga’s, Zinnia’s and 
Nzinga’s . 

Andy threw up his hands as she sing-songed the two names 
over and over. “Jean, I don’t want to take you there!” — 

“Suit yourself. Take me home and I’ll call a cab.” 

The vision of Jean alone with Nzinga changed Andy’s 
mind. 

He drove slowly and with trepidation into the parking lot 
of the shanty dance hall. His reservations increased as he 
saw the stares the white man and his white Cadillac brought. 
-But when Jean got out, Andy could feel a change of attitude 
as the loungers-about recognized her. 

“Hey, Miz Ivasen. What’s happening?” 

“You mama know you out this time night?” 

Jean laughed, and Andy could see that she was acceptable 
even if he was not. It didn’t bother him much. 

In minutes, the big black whom Andy never had trusted, 
especially since thé explosion and the takeover, was hugging 
Jean. Nzinga’s shiny black arms surrounded her and he called 
in a deep voice to someone in the back. 

“Hey, Mama! Zinnia! Look who come to see us. Ol’ Miz 
Sunshine and Blue Sky herself. How you doin’, honey? How’s 
your back?” 

“Only when it rains, Nzinga!” 

They laughed and Jean drew Andy forward to reintroduce 
him. Nzinga thrust out a big hand and shook Andy’s; his 
eyes narrowed, but his smile was still big. 

“Welcome.” 

Andy could barely muster a civil greeting as he sized up 
the black man, taller than himself, who wore only a suede 
leather vest laced across his broad chest and suede pants to 
match. 

Andy’s dark-blue suit was out of place, that was certain. 
At the first opportunity he removed his coat and tie. 

They were seated at a table, and Jean chatted merrily with 
Zinnia. Nzinga quietly watched the architect lady whom his 
‘bombs had nearly destroyed, and the man she had come with. 
Jean had earned his respect. Bartel had not; he was merely 
a symbol of white oppression as he sat uncomfortably drink- 
ing his beer from a can and avoiding the black man’s eyes. 
Bartel. Bartel Construction. The big company man himself 
had come slumming into nigger quarters—the part of town 
his kind liked to pretend didn’t exist, until the rents were due 
or there was money to be made. 
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“Nzinga!l Your mama’s telling me about how you had your 
name changed,” Jean said. 

He laughed. “I used to be Bobby Joe Jones.” 

' “T like Nzinga much better.” 

“Yes. Symbolic. He was a king of the country of Benin, a 
long time ago.” 

“Well, you are a king, Nzinga. And my friend.” 

Andy groaned and shifted in his cane-backed chair. God- 
dam! The place stank and his beer was hot—probably on 
purpose; the cans the other three held had beads of con- 
densation, but his didn’t. Black son of a bitch had done that 
on purpose! God, the noise! 

Nzinga’s smile was taunting as he said loudly, “Jean! Do 
you know how.to do that?” 

She glanced at the gyrating figures on the dance floor. 

“Heavens no!” 

“Come on, foxy mama! I'll teach you.” He stood. up and 
led her away, glancing down at Bartel as they passed. He 
showed her the motions slowly at first and then with the 
thythm of the beat. “Like this, honey.” 

“If my back goes out, what will I do, Nzinga?” 

“I'll take care of you. This’ll do you good and help you 
too!” 

“Okay. Is this it?” 

“Yeah, baby! Yeah! Yeah! Yeah!” 

Andy shook his head and watched. She was good. And 
sexy, goddammit! As the music grew more frenzied, more 
violent, Jean became more abandoned, laughing wildly at 
anything and everything; her mood infected ali of them, and 
the room became noisier and wilder, too. 

After a while Nzinga sat back down. Noting that his 
mother was gone, he asked, “Where’s Zinnia?” 

‘What? I didn’t know she was gone.” Bartel was distracted, 
and they both watched Jean, 

“What’s with her tonight, man?” Nzinga asked. 

“T don’t know.” 

“Well, what she got ahold of? You been feeding her 
speed?” 

“Hell no!” 

“Man, you know, I think we got a problem here.” 

Andy looked at him with a questioning glance. 

“She’s my kinda gal, too, man.” 

At that Bartel frowned. 

Rag white bastards think we're all motherfuckers, don’t 
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you? It doesn’t ever occur to you that one of us. could see a 
friend in a white woman.” 

“I’m sorry. I’m just worried.” Andy watched Jean. 

“She’s on a high and she’s gonna come down. Probably 
pretty soon, too, if she’s not on a trip,” Nzinga said. 

“You know about this sort of thing?” 

“Psych major, you know. Listen, she had any bad scenes 
lately?” 

With a grimace Andy acknowledged. “Her old lover got 
married today.” 

“Devereaux.” 

“You knew?” 

“T already told you, man. She’s my friend.” 

“T never knew. About -you, I mean.” 

“You don’t need to get uptight, man. We didn’t ball. That 
is your main concern, isn’t it?” 

“Yes,” 

“She ain’t that kind, you blind white bastard. Even if I was 
white, she ain’t that kind. Or haven’t you found out she’s a 
one-man mama?” 

“T’ve found that out.” 

“One man at a time. And she’s hurting. That gal’s in pain.” 

“Yes. I guess she is.’ 

. “She’s riding to fall. You know that? And she’s gonna fall 
fast. You don’t catch her; she’s gonna break in so many. 
pieces won’t nobody ever put her back again.” 

“What if she doesn’t fall? What if she stays like this?” 

“She'll fall. If she don’t . . . take her home, man. Take her 
to Miss Neva. She don’t need you. Or me, or no man. It was 
a man that done her dirt. No-man can help her.” 

“T can’t handle her.” . 

Nzinga looked up, and his mother came over. “It’s time 
for Jean to go home, Mama.” 

Zinnia looked over to Jean and saw that while others were 
dropping away, she was going strong, laughing and drinking 
beer like an old hand, while she danced to the time of 
clapping palms and thundering drums. 

Zinnia walked over and spoke to her, and Jean followed 
her to the table. 

_ “Sit down, baby.” Nzinga’s command was kind. 

Andy watched enviously the way the black man handled 
her. There was a mutual understanding, perhaps of a kind of 
pain that Andy had never known. 
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“This girl gonna wear herself to. a frazzle, she don’t slow 
down.” 

“Yes, Mama. Jean, you need to get on home and rest 
yourself.” 

“I’m not tired! I’m having a great time. Hey. Andy! Oh, 
Zinnia! You got anv of that harbecued goat? Andv’s never 
had barbecued goat before. have you, Andee?” She patted 
his sieeve in time to the rhvthm, and he caucht her hand. 

Zinnia called out, “Bring us a platter of barbecue and some 
o’ them beans. Jean. Moses done smoked up the best pork 
ribs you ever slapped a lip around. Ain’t got no goat tonight. 
Nzinea. hurry that fond up! And potato salad. too. and more 
cold beer. Chile, you gonna love this barbecue sauce.” 

Jean smiled at Zinnia. It was the soft smile. The one 
she’d owned when they first met her. 

The food came and thev devoured the succulent meat, 
their fingers sticky with thick sauce as they gnawed the 
bones and declared how good the ribs were. Jean ate as if it 


_ were the first time in a week she’d had sustenance. 


“You gonna get so fat! Mmm-hmm!” Zinnia laughed. 

“T'll go shake it off in a minute!” 

Another round of beer was brought, and Jean gigeled 
about how she was going to drink Andy under the table. He 
sat sipning his drink. a smile of attempted uncderstandins on 
his narrow lips while he watched her try to laugh and drink 
herself into forgetting. Finally, when she was going to try 
again to dance, he stood up and pleaded. 

“Jean, honey, you’re out of your skull. Let me help you out 
to the car.” 

“You silly thing! Me? Nonsense!” She arose and fell back 
into the chair. Jean looked up at him, the look of a child 
causht in the cookie jar in her eyes. “You're right. ’m 
drunker’n a skunk.” 

Andy took her by the arm and helped her up, then walked 
with most of her weight leaning on him. 

Her head was held hich in a foolish attempt to look sober 
as she waved and called goodbye. At the door she kissed 
Nzinga, then Zinnia. 

A frown spread over Nzinga’s face. but he hid it quickly. | 

The fresh air helped. “Andy, let’s drive somewhere. Some- 
where that is . . . somewhere far away, where . . . where 
there’s onlv laughing, and children, and . .'. where is some- 
where, Andy?” She lay against his shoulder with her eves 
shut. Her voice was a weary sad one as she sang softly, 
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“Somewhere, over the rainbow, bluebirds fly. Somewhere, 
that’s what I heard of once in a lullaby. . . . Andy, let’s go 
to somewhere....” | 

His words were soothing “If I remember correctly that 
little girl found that somewhere was in her own backyard, 
honey.” 

“Oh, but Andy, I don’t like my own backyard! It’s too 
full of me.” She began to crv softly into his sleeve as Andy, 
his jaw set firmlv, kept his eyes straight ahead on the road 
and patted her with his hand. 

She looked up at him after a bit. “Andy, everybody I 
know, "cept vou. would be morty . . . motri. . . ” She 
couldn’t finish the word and he supplied it for her, 

“Mortified?” 

“Yes. Mortified. They would all be mortified if they saw 
me like this. Neva would say, ‘Jean! What is to become of 
you!’ And can’t you just see Fred Bartel. ‘Jean! For God’s 
sake! Think of your reputation! Think of the proiect!’ Only 
you, Andy. You're the only one. who tries to unnerstand me. 
You know ’'m not . . . Did you know my granny? She was 
a mean old witch. When I saw that movie about that rainbow 
song? When I saw that green witch, I said, ‘Well. how did 
granny get up there on that screen?’ Isn’t that scandlus? I 
called my granny a witch. I’m not a nice person, Andy. 
Actually, I'm quite wicked. God! Actually, I’m a_ bitch! 
Grandmother was right.”- ; 

Without warning Jean opened the car door and started to 
jump. He caught her arm and jerked her back; the car left the 
toad and spun around in soft dirt when he slammed on the 
brakes. He turned and grabbed her to him. 

“Jean! My God! You could’ve been killed! You're driving 
yourself crazy! You’re not bad! You're about the most decent 
person I’ve ever known. You're kind and gentle and sweet— 
too much so for your own good. I think.” 

Her voice was fuzzy. “You just don’t know. You just don’t 
know. Jean Turquoise ... he called me that. I thought, 
yes, P'li be Jean Turquoise, and people will like me, and I 
won't be just the widow, prim and proper. I'll be a person, a 
real person, but no... no... I’m not a real person. I’m 
still me. And I don’t like me. Nobody likes me. Grannv told 
me no one would ever like me. She told me so. She said I 
would not be accepted at school because I was tainted. She 
said the gray in my hair was the mark of a bad person. My 
mother was bad, she said, and I had the mark on me... . 
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_ the mark of Cain, she called it, °cause she said my mother 
killed my father. And she said, she said I had to stay behind 
the wall. And when I climbed the wail she had ol’ Jack hold 
me while she took the strap to me. You see, I killed the 
puppy. He was a stray puppy that used to come and play 
with me. Ol! Jack would throw him out, but he would always 
come back. And one day I climbed the wall. And the puppy 
and I, we ran away....” 

Jean’s voice was small and the intonation was that of a 
little girl. 

Andy stared at the child who was talking now. 

“We were running by the highway, and we were so happy. 
He loved me. That stray mangy little puppy loved me. He 
didn’t even care that I had the mark of Cain on me. And we 
ran through the bluebonnets beside the road and chased 
butterflies, and laughed. Did you ever see a puppy laugh? He 
was a black puppy, with a white tail and white boots and a 
white ear. 

Her voice ‘cracked and it was hard to understand what 
she was saying, but Andy listened carefully and held her close 
as the tears ran down his angular face. 

“Andy, my puppy, he loved me, and he chased a butter- 
fly onto the highway, and a car, a big truck, a red truck with 
logs came and, and oh, God! My puppy! I want my puppy! 
He loves me and I killed him, and I have the mark of Cain!” 

Her hands reached out as though she picked up some- 
thing. ““He’s in pieces! He’s broken!” She held the long-dead 
vision to her breast. “Karl loved me, and he’s dead, and 
maybe my babies will die! Andy!” 

She screamed and grabbed him. “Andy! I don’t want my 
babies to die!” 
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Chapter Forty-Six 


Dawn had begun to light up the bleak sky when Dr. Edel- 
man came into the room where Andy paced in a maddened 
staccato across the parquet floor. 

“Andrew, ‘she’s sleeping now. I gave her a good stiff seda- 
tive.” His face was grave. “She is a very disturbed_ young 
woman.” 

“Will she be all right? Will she be herself. again?” 

“Herself. Interesting. Andy, you’ve had enough analysis 
to grasp what I’m going to say. This girl has no idea who she 
js.” s 
“Elucidate if you will. I left analysis nearly. ten years ago.” 

“That also is a matter I would like to discuss with you 
since I’ve talked to this young woman. But for now I shall 
concentrate on this latest problem you’ve brought me. 

’ Luckily, you were with her at the moment that her— 
Achilles heel, shail we say——revealed itself, the moment when 
her problems all came crashing together. It all poured out. 
Quite rare to get so much at one sitting. The poor girl is 
desperate. She has no clear self-concept—seems to feel she is 
rather an amoebic individual, changing with whatever current 
happens to flow by.” 

“Ft took months for me to gain any insight into myself. 
How can you know so much so quickly about Jean?” 

“You were not here at your own request but to try to save 
your first marriage—or rather your inheritance. Your mother 
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did not approve of the way you treated the hand-picked 
bride. Jean, on the other hand, is willing, grasping for help; 
her special vulnerability has been laid open by circumstances.” 

“Such as?” 

“Andrew, I’m going to tell you things—privileged informa- 
tion—for one reason only. Because you are the one she has 
chosen to help her now. She will continue to turn to you, and 
you must be able to do and say the right thing, make the 
correct response to a given action from her. From the depth 
of her answers to my probing I say this young woman is a 
genius, probably goes off the top of the measurement scale. 
You should realize what a personal hell that gift can create, 
Andrew.” 

“Yes. Too much thinking.” 

“Rxactly. From the picture she has drawn for me—and 
correct anything that does not coincide with what you know 
of her . . . By the way, how long have you known her?” 

“Nearly a year. She’s the project director for the urban 
development on the east side.” 

“Yes. She mentioned that. And you own the controlling 
interest in that business?” 

“Dr. Edelman, I’m not the patient now. About Jean?” 

“You should be, from what this girl revealed to me, about 
yesterday!” 

Andy grew red. “I'll come back. But tonight let’s con- 
centrate on Jean.” 

“Andrew, we have a combination of variables not uncom- 
mon. Maternal deprivation, causing a chain reaction of failure 
to develop an adequate self-structure; and an early psychic 
trauma which became a symbol of her bastard’s curse. Were 
you aware that the girl was illegitimate? I expected not. 
Wouldn’t do to let that out. Born in England during the 
war-—mother died at the child’s birth. Father, American 
flier, died before she was born. Seems the mother was from 
a titled English family. Your Jean was brought to America 
by a nurse—apparently a poor relation of the mother’s. The 
srandmother somehow blamed the child for the father’s 
death. She was rejected by her grandmother, and made to 
feel guilty for her mother’s and father’s deaths. The puppy’s 
death when she was only three—or rather the reaction of her 
grandmother, berating the child—imprinted permanently on 
the child’s mind that she was somehow a negative force in 
the lives of others. The gray streak in her hair was continually 
used as proof by the grandmother that she was, how did she © 
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say it—” He referred to his notes. “Oh, yes... the mark of 
Cain was on her. Her husband died, her parents, the puppy. 
She lives in a private terror that she kills all that she loves, 
and. she fears for her children’s lives, also. This fear was 
revalidated by her choice of a lover who was incapable of 
understanding her, and ultimately did leave her, which further 
reinforces her belief that she is being punished—this time 
for the sin of having a love affair. She now considers herself 
a prostitute whose price is affection. She has lived an isolated 
life, Andrew. Forced on her as a child, and later of her 
own subconscious choosing. This in itself is a common source 
of self-devaluation and discouragement. These emotions of 
loneliness, isolation, became extremely painful when she suf- 
fered the loss of the one whom she had chosen as her main 
source of intimacy—the puppy; her husband, who apparently 
was a strong-willed man whom she trusted and depended on, 
and yet who allowed her freedom and the means to educate 
herself and fulfill her high goals; and then, of course, this 
Joe Devereaux, who must be quite a stinker. Andrew, here’s 
the sticky part. As I said, she has turned to you. You must 
understand and guide her at the times when it will be effective 
in a positive sense and refrain when she is going on her own. 
And Andrew, it would be better, under her present stress 
situation, if you had no further sexual relations with her 
until she is back on the road again. Especially with your 
predisposition, which I need not go into. She can’t handle 
any more stress now. You'll just have to continue your trips 
to Las Vegas. I asstime this is still the pattern?” 

Andy nodded and mumbled, “Somewhat.” He sat down on 
a sofa across from the doctor’s chair. He watched the doctor 
light his pipe and lean his head back, eyes shut. Andy lit 
himself a slender cigar and waited, but the doctor made no 
move to continue. 

“Dr. Edelman?” 

“Andrew, I’m an old man. Have you any idea what time 
it is? I venture about six o’clock. The housekeeper will be 
stirring shortly. Will you stay to breakfast?” 

“But Jean—” 

“Andrew, my flame is burned out for this session. Come 
back at three.” 

Grudgingly, Andy stood up. “All right, doctor.” He 
sauntered morosely to the entry hall before pausing. “Dr. 
Edelman. Thank you. I'll be back at three. Should I bring 
her housekeeper?” 
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“No. Not yet. I want to be alone with her, to draw my own 
conclusions. Tomorrow you can bring her companion. But 
essentially you are the one I want to stay close.” He leaned 
forward in his chair and pointed his pipe toward the gaunt- 
faced younger man. 

“Andrew, you are going to have to use more self-discipline 
than you ever have. I realize that everything has always come 
relatively: easy for you, and that you are a man who has 
undisciplined appetites. But when we involve ourselves in 
the lives of others we often get more than we bargained for. 
For the present you have an inextricable relationship with 
Jean Iversen. Are you willing to handle it? I know you can 
if you choose. But are you willing? How deep is your in- 
volvement?” 

“Very deep, Dr. Edelman. I’m in love with Jean.” 

The doctor shook his head. “Oh, Andrew, if you could 
_only learn to control yourself. Why are you so vicious to the 
women in your life?” 

Andy’s face contorted and he hung his head. “I want to 
devour when I love. It consumes me. And. I love Jean more 
deeply, completely, than I have ever loved; yet she escapes 
me. I can’t control her, and this frustrates me. Dr. Edelman, 
will I destroy her, eventually?” 

“We'll work on it, Andrew. I think you can be helped more 
now than in the past. You see a need for it. We'll talk again 
this afternoon.” 
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Chapter Forty-Seven 


Andrew Bartel drove slowly toward Jean’s home, dreading 
the encounter and having to explain to Neva. He hoped the 
children would still be sleeping. Mostly, he dreaded being 
confronted with the quintessence of Jean in the quiet ae 
cious home, in everything she had ever touched. 

The beauty and the tragedy of her enveloped him in sad- 
hess as he stood waiting in the living room of the home she’d 
bought. Hanging over the mantelpiece was a portrait he’d 
never seen before. It was a recent one of her and the children 
seated. together, cuddling, yet reserved. From the eyes of all 
three shone a comfortable, secure kind of affection that could 
not be imitated. It had to exist in order to be reproduced. 
He’d never gotten acquainted with the mother side of Jean. 
Yet she must excel at that, too, for he never remembered 
having such a satisfied look when seated with his own mother. 

On a table by the window he spotted the photograph that 
the portrait had been painted from. He picked it up and 
studied it. 

“Andy! Where’s Jean? What happened!” 

He whirled. “She’s all right, Neva.” 

“Then where is she?” 

“Neva, she had a little breakdown, of sorts: I took her 
to the home of a psychiatrist friend of mine.” 

“Oh, dear God, Andy! Dear God! Tell me about it!” Her 
slender hand clutched his arm. 
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He sat her down beside him on one of the sofas and tried 
his best to relate an abridged version of the previous day and 
of what Dr. Edelman had told him. 

Little of it was new to Neva. Her alabaster British face 
seemed to crumble as he continued. Eventually she laid her 
head upon her hands and cried bitterly. He placed a hand 
upon her shoulder, patting silently, and when she lifted her 
head he gave her his handkerchief. 

“Thank you, Andy. I’m sorry. I just . . . I seldom lose 
control, you know, but you see, there is so much of this I - 
have lived and seen happen and you brought it all back— 
the helplessness, the hopelessness of trying to overcome what 
others were doing to her. You see, I’ve always had a lurking 
fear that some day it would all overwhelm her, and it has. 
Oh, dear God, help her. Help my child.” 

Andy felt uncomfortably like an intruder as Neva stared 
at the portrait and prayed to a deity he did not acknowledge. 
He stood up and went to the window, but was called back. 

“Andy, will she be committed? Is it that bad? May I see 
her?” 

“Committed!” He’d not even considered the possibility. 
“Not if I can help it!” 

“Nor I, Can we... do you think it likely that we can 
keep it quiet?” 

“Yes. If anyone asks, you and the Bailys report that she’s 
sick, will you?” 

“Of course, of course. Andy, could I get you some cof- 
fee? Breakfast? You’ve been up with her all night, poor dear. 
Sit down here, and I'll be right back.” 

In the kitchen Neva was confronted by the worried Bailys, 
the servant couple that she had brought over from England. 

“Oh, Baily, my girl is very ill. Mentally ill. I'm afraid I’ve 
failed. Bringing her as a baby to America was such a mis- 
take.” Neva collapsed at the table, head in hands. 

“If I may be allowed to say so, Miss Neva, we’ve been 
through many battles before and we can lick this one too. 
My father and your father had many-difficult times. Rather 
a team they were, too. The grief of one was the grief of the 
other. And it shall be the same with us. We shall all pull 
through this together. Am I correct, Mrs. Baily?” James 
Baily insisted. ; 

“Yes, Of course. We'll overcome this latest setback, Miss 
Neva. Our girl will be just fine, you’ll see. You can take her 
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up . the country home and she'll be ducks again in no time 
a-tall.” 

Neva dried her eyes again with the rumpled hanky. “Di- 
vine wisdom must have guided my hand to bring you here. 
Your father gone, though . . . he seemed the sort to have 
lived forever. But then wasn’t that true of my father, also? 
I pray you'll never regret leaving my. brother’s employ.” 

“Regret that? Never, madam.” 

“Oh, Ameriker! And this sunny lovely family! No, not 
likely we'll ever regret: And your girl, Miss Neva, if I do 
say so, is as lovely a creation as God ever put upon this earth. 
This storm will pass, I warrant, and till it does we'll be the 
umbreller brigade, eh, Baily?” 

“Righto. Miss Neva, chin up. And coffee for you and the 
gentleman in the living room? And we'll serve breakfast 

. perhaps the sunporch? The day is a sunny one. Would 
do you both good to bask a bit. The gentleman is quite 
distraught to all appearances.” 

“Very good, Baily. God bless you. God bless you both.” 

“Is a good stout English breakfast in order?” 

“Yes, That would do. Oh. Let the children sleep until they 
awaken on their own—which will be soon enough I fear.” 

The rambling old brick house with courtyard entry and tall 
ceilings and sunporch had been built long ago for someone 
else, Andy knew, but it was as though it had been splendidly 
kept for the time when Jean would take possession. He smiled 
a sort of satisfied approval of what Jean had done for the 
place, as though it was exactly what he had expected she 
would do. 

They sat at a large glass table supported with white wrought 
iron. The sunporch served as greenhouse, filled with blooming 
begonias flowing over the sides of baskets from the ceiling, 
and of lush hangers of bright-green. wandering Jew trailing 
to brush the floor. Along the glass wall were pots of golden 
and purple and copper chrysanthemums vying for attention 
with geraniums of brilliant coral and cherry, white and fire- 
red. On the shaded side was a collection of fern and philo- 
dendron, and in the south window sat tubs of fragrant roses 
massed with color. 

“Jean has a green thumb, as you can see.” 

“Green? More like the rainbow! When does she find the 
time?” 

“Oh, she gets up every morning at five and spends an hour 
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or so here. She even talks to these plants, as though they 
were intelligent.” 

He smiled thoughtfully. The angling autumn sun tumbled 
over him and the fragrance of the roses drifted playfully 
about his nostzils, as did the wafting aroma of the food being 
prepared. These and the collective sparkle of silver and bright 
floral china, and of course the glitter of the Waterford he had 
given Jean, all combined to evoke a quiet warm mood he 
had never before experienced. He shut his eyes with the sun 
lambent on his face, and felt a rare and encompassing 
euphoria. 

‘Despite the boisterous intrusion of the twins, Andy re- 
tained the glimpse into a contemplative Shangri-la, the sort 
he’d tried hard to achieve in his own glittering white-and- 
silver world. 

But he was drawn back by a whisper. “Is Mr. Andy asleep, 
Neva?” 

He had to laugh, and he then found himself studying the 
twins, whose eyes were those of their mother, as were the 
sensitive mouths; but the strong cut of the jaw and proud 
bearing no doubt came from their Norwegian father. Regal 
children, with eyes that missed nothing, that had been shown 
how to observe the world, to drink it in as a connoisseur 
knows how to sniff the bouquet and observe the color of a 
teally fine brandy. 

“Is Mommy still sleeping?” 

“Yeah! Is Mudder lazy today?” 

Neva exchanged glances with Andy. “Mother is out of 
town for a few days. But she’il be back soon.” 

“Oh.” 

“All right.” 

“Heré we go now!” With a flourish the servants brought 
in silver-domed platters of steaming food. 

“Do you always eat so elegantly, Neva?” 

“It is a rule we’ve had forever that when we are lowest 
we use our beautiful things to lift us up.” 

He nodded and admired the sterling. 

“Do you like the silver? It belonged to Jean’s family in 
England. The Bailys brought it. A gift from Jean’s uncle. 
He felt she should share in it. Lord knows what prompted 
the change of heart. It’s a long family story. Quite dreary, 
but nonetheless Jean has the beautiful silver, and she adores 
it.” 

While Neva spoke, Andy studied her—the frosted ginger 
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hair, the: delicate facial structure, the sparkling blue eyes. 
Jean at sixty: 

Neva noticed his expression and smiled. “Yes, Andy. We 
all have our secrets.” ; 


The doctor’s housekeeper let Andrew in and took the huge 
bouquet of flowers he handed her to put in water. 

Putting Jean’s suitcase in the hall, he pointed toward a 
familiar door and asked, “In here?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Jean was huddled on the sofa, legs tucked under her. Dr. 
Edelman sat in a chair beside her, and Andy felt he’d just 
entered a room where a pleasant, normal conversation was 
going on. This surprised him, for his own sessions with Dr. 
Edelman had not been so calm. 

“Come in, come in, Andrew. Sit down.” 

“Hello, Jean.” Her smile welcomed him eloquently, and 
he seated himself on the opposite end of the sofa, trying to 
appear nonchalant. He asked, “Did I interrupt anything?” 

She laughed, and the sound of it was good. “Only my in- 
sanity. Andy, I like our doctor.” 

“Our doctor?” He frowned. 

“You were once in this madman’s boat, weren’t you?” 

“Til take the fifth on that.” His eyes questioned Dr. Edel- 
man. 

“Don’t worry, Andrew. I didn’t divulge any dim dark se- 
crets. I only mentioned that you had undergone psychoanal- 
ysis once upon a time and look how well turned-out you are.” 

“Oh, quite.” Andy smiled at Jean, searching for some clue 
into her state of mind. 

“I'm all right, Andy. Really I am.” 

“She’s much better.” Dr. Edelman’s hand continually 
patted her arm, causing Andy to wonder if he had brought 
her to the right place—but the feeling passed as Dr. Edel- 
man’s patting hand pulled back and he began tapping his 
fingers together. 

“I brought you a change of clothes, Jean. Neva sent them. 
I had breakfast with her and the children. They’re all great.” 

“Thanks. I called a while ago and talked to them.” 

Spryly, Dr. Edelman got to his feet and helped Jean up 
before Andrew had a chance. The doctor called in his house- 
keeper and ushered Jean out, squeezing her shoulder as she 
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passed him. None of this went unobserved by the jealous 
Andy. . : 

“Andrew, let’s continue our conyersation of last night,” 
the doctor said as Jean left. “I’ve talked to Mrs. Iverson at 
great length today, and a pattern is emerging—not different 
from the one we discussed last night, but more complete. To 
understand Jean you must see the three people she has been. 
I think, as. Jean Sterling, the total rejection by her grand- 
mother would have been énough in itself to make a mental 
patient of the girl if this other woman—Neva—hadn’t loved 
her, although it wasn’t the same as having blood relatives 
care for her. Rejection by parents is the most unfortunate 
trauma one can experience. But the love of. this governess 
brought her through her childhood. And she was given the 
freedom as a young woman to fulfill her talents and desires. 
She is brilliant. Such a joy to talk to ... Well, then she 
lost her husband tragically and the warning of the old witch, 
about the mark of Cain, started to haunt her. 

“Finally along came this Joe fellow. He apparently cre- 
ated for her, quite unknown to him, of course, another per- 
sonality, Jean Turquoise. As Jean Turquoise she became a 
liberated woman, a role she had strived for in her profes- 
sional life, but never in her private self had she dared to 
think, to behave, as she did with him. As Jean Turquoise 
she thought once and for all she could leave the past and its 
rejections behind. But then eventually he, too, rejected this 
new personality he had helped to create. Apparently she is 
trying to form a new caricature of herself around you. 
Now! We must help her to realize her worth, as herself. Help 
her to understand she doesn’t need a fantasy self to be loved 
and accepted. I draw from what I remember of you, and it 
appears that the image she is creating for you goes far be- 
yond her limits of conduct and she will not be able to ac- 
complish the transition. Yet, she has nothing, she believes, 
to replace Jean Turquoise, and she is left confused. We dis- 
cussed this theory at length, and Jean herself supplied many 
of the hypotheses. She is eager and very perceptive. I want 
her here for the next few days.” : 

“Dr, Edelman, I observed something today that I think 
you should know. I can’t really say with certainty, but it is 
my conjecture that the governess, Neva, is Jean’s mother.” 

“That seems reasonable. I must talk to her. Discover why 
the truth was kept from Jean all these years. Until I do, you 
mustn’t tell Jean.” 
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“Of course not.” a 

“You look tired, Andrew. Have you ‘rested at all?” 

“No sleep. I did rest a bit at Jean’s.” 

“Tell me, did you find any of what you were seeking 
there?” 

“Only more puzzlement.” 

. “Hmm. Take off your coat, Andrew. Lie back and take a 
nap. I'll wake you after a while and we will all have supper 
together.” He stood up. “You know, Andrew, since my re- 
tirement, I hadn’t realized how much I’ve missed my prac- 
tice.” 

Andy settled back on the couch and stretched out, forcing 
his shoes off with his toes. Despite the amphetamines he had 
taken earlier it took him very little time to drift off into a 
deep leathery limbo. 


Chapter Forty-Eight 


“Mir. Devereaux!” The secretary rushed to catch Joe as he 
strode, obviously distracted, through the building. 

“Mr. Devereaux, a man called a while ago and insisted 
on seeing you. I told him that I didn’t know when you'd be 
in. J told him you’d just got back from your honeymoon and 
were awful busy and that you’d call him when you could— 
but he hung up on me! Can you imagine that?” - 

“What I can’t imagine is how you can rattle that long 
without running out of breath!” He hugged her quickly and 
patted her shoulder. “Now, Miss Lou. We have lots of work 
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to catch up on. Bring yourself on into my office. I've got 
some letters to get out early.” 

She smiled at her employer. “Yes, sir. I'll be right there, 
Mr. Devereaux.” She tugged at his sleeve. “But that man 
sounded sorta . . . sort of mean. I don’t know exactly. He 
just sort of scared me.” 

“Something starts with a B. Barnet, Bauret . . . some- 
thing like that.” 

Joe stopped in the middle of the room. “Bartel?” 

“That’s it. Yes, sir.” 

He sat down. behind his desk with an expression of dis- 
pleasure on his face. “If the . . . if he calls again put the 
call through to me immediately.” 

“Yes sir. And about those letters?” 

“In a minute. Get me a cup of coffee and give me a few 
minutes, will you, please?” 

She smiled again and backed toward the door as Joe 
whirled his chair around and stared out across the muggy 
channel. He tapped the arms of the chair, obviously per- 
turbed. After a bit he turned slowly and half-opened the 
middle desk drawer, which held a gun. He took the .45, 
checked the clip and replaced it on the stack of papers. He- 
removed his jacket and rolled up his shirt sleeves as the sec- 
retary knocked and entered with a mug of coffee. As she 
put down the cup, she noticed a strange expression on Joe’s 
face. When she turned to leave, Andy Bartel, who had been 
standing behind her, brushed past her and planted himself 
in front of the desk. She left hurriedly. 

Joe met the steely glare head-on, finally motioning for 
Bartel to be seated. 

Andy sat down. “You know why I’ve come.” He leaned 
forward with one hand on the chair arm and the other on 
his knee. 

Joe remained erect in his chair as he answered, “I think 
it has to do with Jean.” 

“Yes, I came here to tell you what a sorry son of a bitch 
I think. you are.” 

“You tried once before to tell me that, as I recall.” 

“T considered bringing my equalizer this time.” 

“They’re available to everyone.” Joe directed Andy’s atten- 
tion to the drawer to emphasize his point. 

“Mexican stand-off.” Andy: unbuttoned his coat, giving 
Joe a glimpse of the gun in his belt. 

Gene men smiled wryly and leaned back in their chairs. Joe 

Ps 


spoke first with even tones belying the surging emotions his 
eyes couldn’t hide. He suddenly hunched forward, elbows on 
the desk. 

“What is it you have to say? Let’s get it over with.” 

“I want you to stay the hell out of Jean’s life.” | 

*T'm_ out.” 

“I was there when you called Neva last night.” 

“My parents said Jean was ill and I wanted to find out 
how she was. I don’t see how the hell it’s any of your busi- 
hess.” 

“It’s my business. Believe me, it is.” 

“Well. I have nothing to say about what she does.” 

“That’s right. You don’t. Are you going to stay away from 
her?” : 
“I haven’t seen Jean in months. I called Neva to-see how 
she was. I won’t bother her again.” He stood up, hands on 
hips. “But Til tell you this much, you bastard. You got 
nothing to do with my decision.” 

Andy grunted and lit a cigar. Joe sat back down. 

“Devereaux, I don’t care why you stay away, as long as 
you do. Goddam you, if you could see what you did to her 
you'd blow your own sorry brains out.” 

Joe didn’t answer. Neither did he meet Andy’s eyes. 
Finally his need to know evoked a plea. — 

' “What did happen to her?” 

Joe’s face became a color of dusky ash as: Andy gave him 
detail after detail, purging himself even as he punished Joe 
with the tale. The leather chair swiveled toward the window 
before Andy had finished and Joe laid his hand across his 
brow, trying to assimilate the words and at the same time to 
obliterate this vision of Jean which he did not want in his 
memories. 

Bartel was pacing by the time he’d finished, and was 
gesticulating wildly, but Joe sat very still, staring into nothing- 
ness with his hands folded under his chin. 

Joe remained silently in the same position, his hands 
folded, forefingers playing across his lips. He waited and 
watched almost hopefully. — 

Bartel fingered the gun at his waist and studied Joe. Then 
quickly he went to the door, buttoning his coat. His voice was 
low. 

“Just leave her alone.” 

He was gone with a door slam, and Joe was left with hell. 
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Joe spent that night in his office going over the books till 
midnight. Then he put all the phones on busy and opened a 
bottle of bourbon, which he imbibed while sitting in the 
darkened office watching the traffic on the river. 

. Before dawn dimmed the range lights, he was asleep in his 
chair. 

Emilie found him there and took him home. Later, he 
promised her he would slow down on the drinking and call 
home whenever he worked late. 

He kept the promise to curb his drinking; he admitted it 
had been getting worse. However, when Emilie called several 
days later to remind him that he wasn’t keeping his word on 
the other item he reminded her that one out of two wasn’t too 
bad. He then wished her a bonne nuit, put the flashers on the 
phone lines and slept on the couch in his office. That way 
he’d be there early enough to. get a head start on his work. 

Eventually Joe had to stay home more. Their apartment 
was broken into one night. Emilie’s screams had frightened 
awav the intruder. but Joe felt guilty. He was home, but he 
wished that he had ear plugs. The same voice that ran the 
burglar off was about to do the same for him. Didn’t she ever 
talk of anything but how to cook or what the lady next door 
said about the woman across the court or would that dress in 
the paper look good on her? 

At those times when Emilie’s trivia threatened his sanity 
Joe would shut his eyes and pretend he was asleep in his 
chair. 

Her voice was not unpleasant, but Jean’s voice had always 
brought him keenly alive. Thrilled him totally. It was a song, 
free and bright like a southerly breeze. It never had made 
demands on him—-not once. Maybe that was the difference. 

The walls of the small apartment moved inward each day 
while he was at work. Joe knew they did. Each night the 
place was smaller, devoid of oxygen. It was spotlessly clean 
and shining bright with wedding gifts set about. It was 
charming and homey. Emilie was loving and kind and willing 
and more and more capable in bed, but he still felt stifled 
in his own home. It must be apartment living. This damn 
place! Too small. He needed a study, with a fireplace, like 
the study in Jean’s home, with the stone fireplace—the 
same study she’d put into the house plans. He would build 
that house. 

Emilie was off his back for a week while she went to hunt 
ae building site. She found a place on the southwest 
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side of town in Quail Valley, a country-club neighborhood of 
large homes, new yards, and young executive families on the 
way up. It would give her friends whose husbands were also 
spending long hours on the ladder. Joe could whiz back and 
forth to work, and yet it was far enough away that the drive 
would help him make the mental change from the business 
to home. He would need that to psyche his conscience up 
to appreciate Emilie more. 

She gave up the argument to have other house plans 
drawn, or to change Jean’s. Joe wouldn’t hear of it. 

Because the idea of a home of their own appealed to both, 
they grew closer for a while. Emilie was more interesting to 
talk to then. She didn’t hang on him, now that she had an 
interest of her own. 

However, before the distance between them was really 
closed and paved over, Emilie crowbarred it open again— 
with a particularly articulate fit after the December house- 
warming, when a friend asked about the home’s architect and 
Joe praised Jean to him. _ 

After that passed and they had ‘settled into the house, 
Emilie again became a bored and boring housewife who 
watched soap operas and gossiped over a coffee cup and went 
to bridge on Thursday afternoons and always dutifully asked 
him each morning what he wanted for supper. Work became 
the main escape, though Joe. also had gotten involved in 
community projects and local political leaders had recently 
been courting him. He wasn’t as interested in politics at 
first as he was in escaping Emilie. But one thing led to 
another, and, eventually, it became more than a distraction. 
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Chapter Forty-Nine 


Mid-October was beautiful; dry and balmy, blue and golden 
brown. The twins and Jean raked leaves, watching them 
scattered again as the piles proved too tempting for the 
twins to resist. 

Baily could have done it, and would go over it again. But 
working out in the yard was a therapy in itself. 

The worst thing for Jean to accept was the image of. 
herself behaving as she had with Andy. Since then he’d been 
very kind, and gentle, too, which helped. But nothing could 
erase the shame she felt when it flashed through her mind like 
neon honky-tonk lights that she had gone to his penthouse, 
thrown herself at him like a common tramp, and then begged 
him to . . . what? What had she been pleading for? Oh, 
God! My true nature comes out, just as she said it would, 
my grandmother. No matter how I wish I were better, I am 
still a bastard child. — 

Jean slipped into the house unnoticed while the boys 
tunneled through the leaves. Shut up in the library, she folded 
herself into a big chair and fought very hard to hold back 
the tears that had been welling up again since that shameful 
night when she could no longer retain her secret. Again she 
felt the waves crashing against her sand-based psyche. 

God, if it could have been Jean who died upon entering 
the world, instead of her mother. Had her mother been a 
tramp as her grandmother had said? Had her pregnancy 
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caused the handsome Gene Sterling to crash his plane 
because of the demands she made on him? Demands that he 
marry her and bring her to America—which he couldn’t do, 
disgrace his mother like that. God! Why? Why am I here? 
No matter how hard I’ve tried to rise above it I’m still 
what I am—a bastard, tainted, a jinx to those I love. Why 
can’t I die? Why did it have to be my parents? Why did it 
have to be my dearest Karl? Oh, God! God! 

Jean didn’t know she was crying; she also wasn’t aware 
that Neva called to her from beyond the locked door; nor 
did she realize that Neva had found the key and was now on 
her knees beside the chair. But she did feel those slender arms 
teach up to her and take her close and hold her safe. 

“Jean, dear! What is it? Darling, tell me about it. Talk to 
me. You've held’ it inside, you’ve not even talked to Dr. 
Edelman since the first days. Love, the wound is not yet 
’ cleansed. Don’t try to close it up or else it will never get well, 
and it will continue to fester and erupt.” 

At first Jean couldn’t answer Neva coherently. No matter 
how she tried it still came out stammered gibberish pune ad 
with sobs. 

“Jean, your doctor hasn’t confided in me, but still I sense 

there’s so much more to this than losing Joe to another 
woman.” 
' “Neva! Why didn’t he come back? I loved him! 1 loved 
him as much as I could! He said... he said it wasn’t 
enough. Why couldn’t I be enough? What’s wrong with 
me?” 

“Nothing! Nothing is wrong with you. Except that you’ve 
got something haunting you. It goes further back than Joe, 
my darling. Joe only set it off. Tell Neva, dear. We’ve always 
talked about everything. Tell your old Neva.” 

“Oh, Neva, I love you! I love you so much!” 

“I know, my precious, I know, and Neva loves you more 
than you can ever know.” 

“Neva...” Jean pulled back and reached for a handful 
of tissues to wipe away her tears. She then leaned back and 
took Neva’s hand between hers. “Neva, I wonder if you will 
love me and think so much of me when I tell you what really 
happened.” 

Neva adjusted into a sitting position and placed her other 
hand atop Jean’s. “Darling, nothing you could ever say to 
me could dim the love and respect I have for you.” 

“Neva, why didn’t my father marry my mother?” 
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“He wanted to. My dear, they loved each other so very 
much, just as you and Joe loved. But the war, dear. The 
banns had been posted for their nuptials, and then he went 
off on a mission and never returned. He had come to Britain 
as part of a group of American advisers sent by your—the 
U.S. government. He had himself permanently assigned to 
the RAF. He was a marvelous man. Handsome, as you know 
from his pictures . . . a beautiful man. Somewhere in his 
ancestry he had American Indian blood, dark hair and 
complexion, yet the most brilliant blue eyes with black 
lashes. You have his eyes, my dear. You are so much like 
him. And he had the gray streak you have. That’s how 
your grandmother knew when she saw you that you were his 
child.” 

“You’ve told me this tale so often before that my mind 
repeats it with you. Neve, you’ve never said my mother died. 
Did she? Or did she have me and abandon me to your care?” 

Neva didn’t answer. 

“Neve?” . 

“Jean, awoman . . . a mother will do whatever she has to, 
in order to see her child safe. There was a war on. Her 
family would no longer accept her, after she got pregnant. 
So I brought you to America, thinking it was best.” 

“She didn’t want me. For years you’ve evaded that question, 
and allowed my grandmother to say she was dead. Is she still 
alive?” 

“Ves.” ; 

“When my children were born I wouldn’t allow even a 
aspirin for fear of limiting. their oxygen supply, I wanted 
them so fiercely. I was so proud the minute I saw them. The 
pain was forgotten instantly, and all I felt was joy such as 
nothing else can give one. I worded the wire to Kari myself, 
remember?” 

“Yes, I remember word for word. I too felt such joy. You 
said, ‘Karl, my darling. Rejoice. We have two sons, Karl and 
Frederick, named after the most wonderful man on earth, 
their father. I love you, Jean.’ ” i 

“I miss him so. He was my strength. Karl believed in me. 
The only man who has ever totally believed in me, had faith 
in me.” 3 : 

“Yes, death is blind and stupid.” 

“Yes. But I can’t understand her giving me away. Why did 
she have me? There were abortions in England, weren’t 
there?” 
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“During the war? I should say. But your mother loved 
you from the moment she knew you were conceived,” 

“How do you know this? And how could she love me 
and—” 

“Perhaps she was forced to deny you in order to stay 
with you, but—” 

“What?” 

“Jean, the time has come. My dear, your mother has 
never been far from you from the instant you were conceived.” 

“You are my mother.” 

“Yes.” f 

“Oh, my God!” Jean reached over and placed her hands on 
Neva’s face. “You! My God!” 

“Jean, can you see why I didn’t, why I couldn’t tell you? 
At first it was the only way I could stay—to be your nurse. 
Then the lie grew and swelled as lies do, and when you were 
old enough to understand I thought you’d hate me for 
withholding your mother from you.” 

“Hate you? Neva, I’ve hurt you, haven’t I? When I'd cry 
for my real mother?” 

“The question always. is, What is a mother?” 

“I remember your saying that so many times. But later, 
why didn’t you—” 

“It didn’t seem necessary.” 

“Oyo 

“Jean, all my life I've kept diaries. I have provision in my 
will for you to have them when I die. Then you will see... 
will know me . . . will know your mother.” 

“May I call you Mother? May I tell everyone?” 

- “No, dear.” 

“But why?” 

“It would still do harm. Now, no one knows of the 
circumstances of your birth. If we told, it would become a 
subject of gossip. It would be a way for those who envy 
your loveliness and your accomplishments to hurt you. 
You’ve had enough of that. It will be our hearts’ secret, 
my dear.” 

“We are the only people alive who know this?” 

“The Bailys know. His father was our majordomo.” 

“The stories about my mother’s family that you used to tell 
me, they were true and were your own family.” 

meYicSsa 

“My darling Neva, Vil never again ask what love is. [’ll just 
look at you and know.” 

389 


“T am relieved that it is out.” 

“Foolish as it seems, it is a heavy load off my mind to know 
I was wanted.” 

“Jean dear, even if the woman who gave you birth hadn’t 
wanted you, there has been no real justification for your 
saying you were denied a mother’s love. Again I say, 
Jean, what is a mother?” 

The blue eyes questioned the walls, the ceiling, the book- 
shelves, the fireplace. When they came back to Neva’s face 
Jean spoke softly. “I have been a fool.” . . 

“Only because that crazy old woman, your grandmother, 
filled your head with confusion. She was insane.” : 

“Why didn’t you take me away? Back to England?” 

“By the time the war was over she had legal custody. I 
couldn’t take you. She’d have had me imprisoned, and how 
could I help you then? So I stayed and prayed for a miracle— 
and along came our Karl.” 

Jean smiled and leaned forward to kiss her mother’s 
cheek. b 

“My darling Neva. I never knew your name was a synonym 
for mother.” ; 

“From now on it shall be.” 

“Ves.” 

Jean stood and helped Neva to her feet. “Let’s go for a 
cup of tea in the garden, shall we?” 

They left the library with arms about each other. 


Several days later, Andrew Bartel answered Dr. Edelman’s 
request that he stop by. Andy entered the familiar study and 
dreaded hearing what the man would say. 

“Andrew! How are you, my boy?” 

Andy smiled and extended his hand. 

“Dr. Edelman. Good to see you.” 

“Sit down, sit down.” 

He did so. “You needed to talk to me?” 

“Yes. I’ve somé good news. The crisis has passed. I’ve 
seen your Mrs. Iversen and she is gathering herself together. 
I will see her only on a monthly basis now.” : 

“I’ve noticed she seems more herself, but I’ve hesitated to 
question her.” 

“That was wise. And now, I have a final word of 
warning. Andrew, my friend, the lady turned to you and 
we gave her the help she needed. She has gained insight now, 
ene the fears, though she understands them better, still dwell 
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within the closets of her mind. Another severe emotional 
crisis may bring the whole. thing back again, though it will 
probably be easier to bring it under control. You must keep 
this in mind, and if it should occur at a time when you 
yourself are under stress, you must turn her away. Help 
yourself. Else you will do harm to each other. The blind 
cannot lead the blind, Andrew. Do you comprehend what 
I'm saying?” 

“Yes. But you know, of course, that I would never turn 
Jean away.” | 

“Even at the risk of doing harm—of destroying her, as you 
once phrased it?” . 

“Tl never harm her again. If it comes to that, V’ll leave 
before I vent it on her. I promise.” 

“Heaven help you both if you turn to each other at a 
crucial time for both of you. Your problem is like a. con- 
trollable disease, Andrew. Don’t lose control, son. I care for 
you both very much. You asked me once if you would destroy 
her, and now I answer you: regrettably, yes, Andrew. You 
would eventually destroy each other. With your divergent 
personalities you would be a. fatal combination, no matter 
how much you loved each other. Long ago it would have 
been said that the fates, the muses, whatever, were opposed 
to your union. But I would say that we are all products of 
our past, of an inescapable molding which we have little 
power to direct.” 

“Dr. Edelman, I refuse to accept your negative prognosis. 
I still have the faculty of will’ But I hold you in high 
esteem. Your kindness to Jean, your compassion and under- 
standing of my perversion—” 

“Don’t consider yourself perverted, Andrew. Just out of 
control at these times. If you can but control, then where is 
the perversion?” 

“Thank you, Dr. Edelman. Send me the bill for both of 
us, will you?” — 

“She would not allow it, Andrew. You should know that.” 

“Then send her a small billing and the rest to me. I feel it 
my duty. No. That’s not it. I want to pay it. I gain a satisfac- 
tion from helping her. Or is it my trying to control her, 
doctor?” 

Edelman nodded. “Yes. It is. And she commands a very 
good salary, Andrew. Which, incidentally, you pay. She 
doesn’t know, does she, how powerful you’ve become? For 
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instance, that ABC stands for Andrew Bartel Company, Inc.? 
Or that Bartel Construction is now Andrew, not Fred?” 

“No, She doesn’t know any of that. Pve kept it from her.. 
It wasn’t difficult to do. She has no interest in such things.” 

“Which is one reason -you hold on to her. She values 
Andrew the man, not Bartel the magnate.” 

“You never stop probing, do you, Dr. Edelman?” 

He laughed. “The nature of the beast, my boy.” 

“As far as Jean is concerned I am the nefarious nephew, 
and it will stay that way as long as I can help it.” 

“Yes, Andrew, you have come a long way from the sullen 
suspicious genius I first met.” 

“I don’t intend to ever see you again, professionally, doc- 
tor. You stir up too many things in me best left alone.” 

“I expected as much. But one last word, Andrew. The 
drinking and amphetamines are a trigger, not a release. Can’t 
you see how much better you've been without that lately?” 

Andy ‘shook his head and laughed good-naturedly as he 
went out. 

“Bnough! Goodbye, old friend!” But he was not. carefree 
inside. Every warning Edelman had given stood sentinel to 
prevent his: going to Jean again. He left Houston that same 
afternoon. He merely called to say goodbye. 

Before the end of the year Andy returned only twice, and 
he would always manage to lunch with Jean, but he kept 
his aloof front. It was difficult. - sa 

On both occasions her eyes had melted him the minute 
she had looked at him and smiled. She appeared very glad he 
was there, but when he had maintained his distance, speaking 
only of neutral subjects, her look had changed gradually until 
she had all but hung her head in shame. 

He could see her pride at conflict with the humility on her 
lovely face. To add to her confusion, she would think it was 
because she’d had a “breakdown” that he wanted no part of 
her now. Oh, you foolish girl. How 1 want you. How the 
memories of our one day haunt me. I want to put my hands 
on your face: and say, “Be mine, Jean!” But Edelman and 
the sentinels prevent my doing more than to sit miserably 
across the table from you, gaining small solace in the fact 
that I'll have a fresh memory of you to carry me for a while. 

Each time, when he escorted her back to her office, he took 
her hand, pecked her cheek and said, “Take care, now, old 
girl. I'll see you soon.” 

He would leave and spend the next three days screwing 
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the hell out of the Vegas chorus line in a futile effort to 
ejaculate Jean from his system. Then he’d pop bennies to get 
his wrung-out body back on the beam and get earnest about 
his business with its twenty-four-hour days once again. 

The end of the year, traditionally, Andy evicted his ten- 
sions with the annual meeting of ABC and twenty-four-hour 
high-stakes poker. He looked forward to the approach of 
Christmas because it signaled this diversion. He bought Jean 
a present in Paris and asked her to come to the. convention of 
architectural engineers to be held in Vegas at his Castle Hotel 
—he’d had to do a lot of finagling to bring the convention 
there. He crossed his fingers and wished she’d come; and then 
hoped she’d stay away, for Jean would only come if she in- 
tended to reestablish the relationship, and the relationship 
was cursed by fate—star-crossed, just as she’d once prophe- 
sied. 


Chapter Fifty 


Jean was persuaded to attend the Las Vegas conference, 
though the final decision was a result of the post-Christmas 
doldrums plus a week of hard rain which began two days 
before Christmas, practically shutting down the project, and 
continuing through the day her plane left for crisp, clear 
Las Vegas. 

She was happily reacquainted there with three of her class- 
mates from Pratt, and the laughter and reverie rolled. It was 
the first time in at least a year that she’d let herself have a 
good time—a’ circumstance aided by Andrew Bartel’s 
presence. Jean admitted to herself that she had been lonely, 
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and she also acknowledged that she was more than glad to 
see him. Their business discussions in Andy’s office were 
charged with a mutual need which neither would admit. to, 
but which was nonetheless visible for anyone to see; and the 
same was true when every possible moment was spent to- 
gether, until all the warnings, the reasons they shouldn’t be 
more than friends melted from the overload. 

While dancing New Year’s Eve, Andy whispered an invita- 
tion in ber ear to visit a mountain cabin he owned. She 
murmured assent as he kissed her. 

It was a long drive, and the cabin was freezing. Andy 
built.a big fire while Jean found blankets and pillows. They 
huddled on a huge bearskin rug, laughing and reminiscing 
about their happier moments until the warmth of the fire 
filled the room. 

Then one amber moment the laughter trickled away and 
each looked into the other’s eyes and smiled. Andy touched 
Jean’s cheek with the softest brush of his lips. 

That night on the mountain the worried world was. eons 
away; all the pressures, the angers were left far below, and 
there was no need to take—so, for perhaps the only time in 
his life Andrew Bartel gave totally of himself. That experience 
on the summit with Jean would always be the ultimate rap- 
ture of his earthly life; a poignant communion of body and 
soul seldom consummated in any lifetime. 

After their lovemaking, Jean slept in his arms like a con- 
tented child; while his eyes, awake with many questions, 
seared the darkness which closed over them as the fire died 
away. Finally, he also slept. 


Daily, the sun gifted the mountain first, and Jean awak- 
ened at the first intimation of its approach. Andy was sleep- 
ing and she chose not to wake him, for the light’s coming 
was a soul-to-sun experience that she needed to savor alone. 

She bundled up and walked outside, promptly sinking to 
her thighs in deep snow. Wallowing clumsily, she managed 
to secure the porch again, where she spied snowshoes hanging - 
on the wall. It took only a little time for her to figure out 
how to use them before she was able to shuffle along. 

Andy awoke, saw she was gone and felt annoyed. Pulling 
on his robe, he went to the telescope. Yes. She was out there. 
The snow sparkled blindingly on the acres of smoothly sloped 
land on the flattened mountaintop. The land that sur- 
rounded the cabin was cultivated rock grassland in the sum- 
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mer and grew gently toward a tall forest, making the whole 
mountaintop appear green below. 

Jean walked slowly and stopped frequently to observe 
every sound, every sight—an eagle soaring above, a mountain 
cat slinking along the edge of the woods and observing her 
curiously. 

Andy stiffened as he watched her walk right toward the 
cat. Plenty of deer this year, but below in the valleys. What 
was the mountain lion doing up here, then? Bartel ran to get 
a high-powered rifle from the gun cabinet. He watched the 
cat through the rifle’s scope, ready to fire. But Jean stood in 
the line of fire. , 

Astonishment replaced his fear as he saw Jean come 
within a hundred yards of the curious cat. The two looked at 
each other for several seconds before the animal bolted and 
disappeared and Jean turned her attention to other snow 
creatures. 

Bartel frowned and shook his head in amazement. He was 
dressed and seated in a large chair by the fire sipping coffee 
when Jean trudged back in. He watched her unlayer to her 
jeans and sweater and then handed her a coffee cup, which 
she accepted eagerly. 

Her face was radiant. “Thank you. That is so good!” She 
backed up to the fire. “Lord, this feels good! I like to have 
froze me arse off out there!” 

“Oh? Is it cold?” : 

“Ha-ha.” Jean sipped the coffee, then said, “Oh, Andy, 
you’ve done a wonderful thing here. Something to be proud 
of. It’s happy on your mountain!” 

“Happy on the mountain?” 

“Yes.”’ 

“That cat was about to eat you!” 

“He was just curious. You know, I think he’s someone’s 
pet.” 

“How do you know that? Were you talking to it?” 

She blushed and didn’t answer. She turned to face the 
hearth. 

“Jean, now I’m beginning to glimpse why neither I nor 
anyone else can ever get too close to you—at least close 
enough to own you. Perhaps even to know you, actually.” 

“Oh, Andy, please, now. Don’t say such things.” 

“How about a hot rum toddy?” 

“Oh. No alcohol, thanks. Is there any food?” 


“Let’s go see.” 
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“I’m so hungry I could eat that bear rug! Hey, there are 
steaks in this fridge!” 

They put potatoes into the oven to bake and made cocoa, 
which they took back to the fireplace. 

“Now, my dear. Before you sit down, go put on the regal 
purple robe and sit by me. I can’t say what I have to-say 
to faded denims.” ; 

“Yes, master.” 

“How I wish.” 

When Jean came back wearing the robe, her hair had 
been brushed to a sheen and her face still held the pink glow 
of wonderment it had had when she’d come in from the cold. 
Andy was seated in a large fireside chair smoking his cigar. 
On his face was a rare expression of gentleness as he watched 
her come toward him. < 

He put his hand on her hair when she sat on the floor 
beside him, hugging his knees. 

“Andy.” . 

“Hmm?” 

“Just Andy.” 

They were silent, he stroking her hair, she clinging tight to 
his legs with her head resting against his knee. 

“Jean, contentment absolute. It’s so seldom I feel it.” 

“Yes. A precious commodity.” 

“My darling, you bring me the greatest happiness I’ve 
ever known. I hate to let you go, and yet I have the most 
savage of emotions with you, and because of you.” 

“I’m sorry.” 

“If we could stay on this mountain forever, just we two, I 
know we could be happy.” - 

“The sad thing about mountains is that we have to come 
down from them.” 

“Yes.” 

“But we’ve been here. As you said, we’ve seen the moun- 
tain, the peace, Andy.” 

As she looked up at. him, he saw the love she gave to him 
as a rare gift, an open one, a giving of herself such as no one 
before had ever given him. He bent down and took her face 
between his hands to kiss her. 

“You do think I’m special, don’t you, Jean?” 

“Yes, darling. I think you’re very special. I’m so pleased 
that I saw your mountain.” : 

a love everyone and everything that treats you de- 
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cently, and you have compassion for those of us who treat 
you badly. How unique you are.” 

She laid her head down again and looked into the fire. 

“Will you be my wife, Jean? With my promise to— 

“When?” 

“As soon as possible.” 

Jean lifted her head and held his hands. “There’s not just 
me to consider. Andy, I have two little boys. I couldn’t 
throw all of us together in a household until I was sure that 
you and I could live together peacefully, and provide a home 
a secure home, with a father. Darling, you hardly say hi-and- 
bye to my sons. Could you learn to love them? To talk to 
them when you’re home? To answer their questions?” 

“T can learn.” 

‘Do you see why I hesitate? I’m already an absentee 
mother much of the time. Andy, could you be content with 
me in one world and you in another? I know you'll want 
your wife by your side. That is your right, yet don’t they 
deserve a mother who is with them as often as possible? I’m 
afraid you couldn’t be content to have your wife in Houston, 
constructing buildings and mothering, when you needed her 
with you. If we were both just free. If we’d met at another 
time—” 

“Before Devereaux?” 

A flutter knit her brows and was gone. “Before that, even 
before Karl, before the twins, before Elishba and Jacob. ay 

“What do you suggest we do, darling?” 

“Could we see each other often, and you come to the 
house whenever possible to get acquainted with the twins? 
Let’s go from there and see where we land.” 

“It’s not what I want. I long to place a diamond on that 
finger and tell the world you are mine. Totally mine.” 

Her face showed her distress. “Would you be totally mine?” 

“As much as I could ever be, the kind of man that I am. 
But I would be faithful to you, Jean. If you were my wife, I'd 
never touch another woman.” 

“T know, but that’s not what I meant.” 

“What then?” 

“Andy, you say you’d be mine—as much as you ever 
could be, right?” 

He shrugged. 

“Andy, darling, I couldn’t be minced in a canary cage, any 
more than you could, my eagle. When you say I would be 
totally yours, how do you mean it?” 
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“We could work into it gradually, taper off your commit- 
ments, your work, until you had time for me.” 

“You would lead me to my cage gradually, that would 
make the going in easier. But once I’m only a shadow of you, 
what then?” 

. “Pve heard this argument before.” 

Jean sighed and nodded. 

“You wouldn’t ask me to change my life’s work, and I 
shouldn’t ask it of you. We should share our lives, inter- 
mingle our waters, but not dam. yours up.” He paused. “So, 
we leave the status quo and become better acquainted before 
We marry?” 

“Ves.” 

“Can we consider ourselves engaged? Can I buy you a 
diamond?” 

“Darling, I don’t want you to buy me a diamond. When 
we marry—if we do—buy me a handmade silver ring.” 

“Silver?” ? 

“It shines so pretty. Much more than any other metal.” 

“Money, jewels, in themselves have no intrinsic value to 
you, do they, Jean?” 

“Yes. The value of opening doors.” 

“Can I love you, at least?” ; 

“Oh, God. Love is one thing no one controls. It goes where 
it will and loves whom it will, without a thought to its effects 

,on our poor hearts.” 

“True. You want to love me as much as you love Deve- 
reaux, but you can’t.” 

“And you wish you could love Karl and Freddie as you 
did Jacob, but you can’t.” 

“We're already descending. When should we leave?” 

“After we eat!” : 

Jean laughed and got up, and he followed her. While he 
helped her cook, Andy told her for the first time about the 
project in Australia that would keep him away at least two 
months, along with the European and Mideast trips. 

“There, Andy. See what I mean? We should be together, 
and yet we can’t be. Even if were married we couldn’t. And 
you'd resent it if I couldn’t be with you.” 

“Yes. I definitely would. I’m. already drinking memories 
to help sustain me while ’'m gone from you.” 

“Will you take anyone along to help you forget?” 

“No, but if you hear of anything, remember it’s just 
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temporary. I wouldn’t indulge in it if we were married, but 
since we're not...” 

Jean looked hurt. 

“Jealous?” 

“I have no right to be. Hell, I worry about being caught 
in a trap, and yet I’m already in one. I wish I could go with 
you. It’s summer there, isn’t it?” 

“Jean, why don’t we marry, and then—” 

“It wouldn’t last. We'd divorce in six months. I don’t 
want that.” 

“Tf we could have a child, I think that would be a good 
thing. We'd never divorce then. God, what a child we'd 
have!” The vision faded and he made himself a drink. “But 
that’s impossible, too.” 


At the airport darkness had descended on a starless night. 
Andy bugged her close and kissed her long. 

“God, Pll miss you. It’s been wonderful. I'll see you soon, 
my darling girl.” 

“Take care. Please take care. Remember me?” 

“Always.” 

She boarded the plane and it was gone. One star in a 
black sky, except this one contained the other world of 
Andrew Bartel. He watched until the plane disappeared, then 
returned to the white limousine, channeling his thoughts back 
to the mainstream of business from -which he’d been diverted 
these past days. 
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Chapter Fifty-One 


Emilie, now a wife of one year and one month, to the day, 
had come to a decision. She smoothed the rumpled bed but 
laid back the covers and plumped the pillows as she normally 
would do at night. She nodded. It looked inviting. As she 
slipped from one gown to a skimpier one she smiled. Joe’s 
voice sounded good coming from the shower. He could 
sing good, him. And he was happy for a change, not tired 
and dragging the tail like a dog. Good! 

The irresistible October sunshine streamed through sheer 
curtains when she opened the drapes. In the shower the 
singing had ceased, so she knocked. 

“Yeah?” 

“Can I. come in?” 

“Sure.” 

She entered and grinned at her husband, whose broad back 
was still moist. He had a towel girded about him and his 
face was smeared with shaving cream. She hugged his 
waist. : 

“Watch it there, gal. Make me cut myself.” 

“I would not do that.” 

“Coffee ready?” 

“Not yet.” She- reached for a bottle of perfume from her 
own dressing table and touched the scent to each ear. “Joe? 
Me, I have made a decision!” 
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“And what’s that?” He didn’t turn toward her but finished 
shaving and slapped on some aftershave. 

“It is too early to be up this Sunday morning. Come back 
to bed and warm me up?” 

“Not sleepy, hon. You go on back to bed. I'll fix your 
breakfast.” 

“Toe?” 

He turned and saw with amusement that she was wearing 
a sheer black thing. “You trying to tell me something, 
Em?” 

“You know it, you!” She was not shy. She rubbed 
against Joe, got little response, brushed herself against his 
side, his back, and came around again to his front, rubbing 
her small backside against him. She took his hands in front 
of her and placed one across her breasts, the other between 
her legs. Emilie bent forward, swishing her behind against his 
loins. 

“Mmm, Emilie, you are a naughty girl.” 

“Qui. I am. Come, mon chien de chasse. It’s been too long. 
‘Much, much too long. Come, Pll show you such a time! I’m 
going to keep you up and down, up and down, all morning.” 

He laughed and followed her. 

Emilie got on her knees on the edge of the bed and pointed 
at her bottom. “Come, chien.” Delightedly she watched him 
throw the towel aside. . 

Joe rubbed against her rump,. and his hands clutched her 
flat stomach, her small breasts. “Oh, ma ‘tite Emilie, you 
know what to do with your hound, ’ein!” ; 

“Put it deep, Joe. I want it to go deep. Don’t hold back for 
fear of hurting me. I want my womb to know you've been 
there, mon cher.” : 

He lifted the gown, grasping her thighs with both hands. 
He didn’t hold back. 

They stayed in bed all morning as she had promised. She 
lay beside him quietly, listening to his deep breathing for an 
hour before she began caressing Joe again. She awoke him 
straddling him, bending over, kissing and pinching his nipples 
until he was erect again. Then she leaned back, made it go 
deep and brought him to a quick orgasm. 

“Rmilie,” he said a while later, when she was lying in his 
arms pressed against him, her hand on his genitals, her mouth 
biting enticingly at one nipple. “You trying to collect on my 
insurance, honey?” : 
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“Fuck me, Joe. It’s my turn to go now. Make it good for 
me.” 

He smiled at his brazen, pleasure-loving little wife and 
began to caress her.. He kissed her, fondled her, made her 
beg for it, then ground gently against her until he saw her 
pixie face contort with pleasure. He let himself. go then, 
clutching her beneath him, for the third time that morning 
letting his mind flow from him into her body in a velvety, 
pleasant release. He moved from her and onto his own side 
of the bed. 

Emilie lay still for a good while before she got up to 
shower. She found herself singing while she bathed. Then she 
went back into the bedroom to shake her damp hair so that. 
water fell on Joe’s back. © 
. “Wake up, chien! You want brunch, ’ein?” 

-“You got to be joking. Haven’t I earned my rest?” His 
voice was smothered in a feather pillow. : 

“Mais oui, mon cher, you have earned it. She rubbed his 
shoulders a moment and lay naked beside him, covering them 
both with a sheet, massaging Joe’s neck until she heard him 
snore again. 

Emilie giggled and flopped to her back, her hands mas- 
saging her stomach, her breasts, her thighs. “We make the 
bébé, mais sho, mais sho... . ” ’ 


Life became more mellow for the Devereaux family as 
October drifted into November. Emilie was suddenly more 
understanding and seemed to have less concern with his affairs. 
She even stopped imagining that he was having a secret fling 
with Jean. Much of Emilie’s time was spent in or near some 
cocoon world of feminine mystique that seemed to give her 
much delight and from which she’d only vaguely communicate 
with him in sweet smiles hinting of womanly secrets. 

Joe accepted the “new Emilie” with a great sense of relief. 
He no longer had to answer to inquisitions about his every 
move or recite the names of everyone he had talked to in a 
day. He even felt free to leave the pressures of business be- 
hind and go home to relax when he got a chance, rather than 
seeking solace in his work—though that was a habit which 
had helped to make his business the huge success it was turn- 
ing out to be. He was way ahead of schedule in paying off 
his toans. One thing he would have to give Emilie—she was 
frugal, still shopping at Sears and Woolco when her neighbor- 
hood friends swarmed to the Galleria, though he wouldn’t 
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have refused her this. Whatever her new interest was, he 
hoped it would continue. If she would just stay like this may- 
be he would be able to endure the marriage. 

_ Along with falling leaves, November brought the usual 
bills and letters in the mail. One letter Joe opened curiously. 


... You have been selected as one of the Ten Outstand- 
ing Citizens of Houston for 1971. The awards dinner 
will be held in the Petroleum Club on November 17 at 
seven in the evening. Enclosed is an alphabetical list of 
the winners. ... 


Joe glanced over it and sat straight in the swivel chair. 

“Mrs. Karl Iversen! Jean!”’ 

Well, obviously she wasn’t married yet. He picked up his 
pen and jotted down a note, scratched through it, started 
again, glanced at his watch, finished writing, and picked up 
the phone to dial Western Union. 

“I'd like to send the following message. ‘Congratulations 
on your being honored as one of Houston’s Ten Distin- 
guished Citizens of 1971. There will be a luncheon gathering 
of winners at one o’clock today at the San Jacinto Inn. 
It is very important that you be there.’” 

Joe then called the manager, a customer of Devereaux 
Seafoods and a friend, to open the inn this once at noon on a 
weekday for a very special party of two. 

He was there early, arranging the seating so that Jean 
wouldn’t spy him until it was too late. Joe wished he’d worn 
a business suit rather than the casual jacket and turtleneck, 
but the morning had been too busy for him to change. 

He could see her approach reflected ina mirror. She’d 
worn turquoise! Joe stood when the manager brought her 
over. . 

“Well hello, Jean. I guess you and I are early.” 

“Joe! How are you?” She was bright, happy. 

“Aren't you pert today! I like my... friends to be 
happy.” 

“Friends. I. like that. Sounds good.” 

They sat down. “Jean, how about about some coffee 
while we wait?” 

“Great!” She giggled. 

“You been drinking, Jean?” 

“Just a little champagne celebration at the office. You 


know how that is—any excuse for a party. I work with a 
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bunch of squirrels. So you can see I’m in my own element.” 

“Sounds like fun.” 

“How have you been, Joe? You're still the best-lookin’ 
dude running loose.” : 

“Why, thank you, ma’am. And you’re especially pretty in 
that color.” He paused while the coffee cups were set down. 
“Did you remember that’s my favorite color?” 

.“Mais sho, mon cher.” . | 

He kissed her hand. “I’m glad you came.” 

‘Where is everyone? Are we early or are they late?” 

“They must be late. I have one on the dot. How about if 
we go ahead and order? They may never show up.” 

Jean sipped the drink, and her eyes teased him. “Joe 
Devereaux, are you sure other people are coming?” 

“Not real sure.” 

“You confounded rascal!” 

“Would you have come otherwise?” 

There was a2 moment of awkward silence, broken only 
when they gave their orders to the waiter, but then Jean 
smiled and said, “Well, here we are now. Mr. Devereaux, 
the distinguished citizen. You’re doing well—for a fisherman.” 

“A fisherman, buh?” 

“Mais sho. Just sit back and take it easy and fish all day. 
Boy, you got the life!” 

“Listen who’s talking! You walk around all day ordering 
half a hundred assistants around—all male, at that. Talk 
about the good life!” 

“True. Why do you think I went into this business in the 
first place? This old redhead ain’t no fool.” 

“{ don’t think anybody would accuse you of that, hon. 
Except on maybe one subject.” ; 

“You don’t like Bartel. Why?” 

“Jealous.” 

“You? Nonsense! You can have anything or anybody you 
want. Why should you be jealous?” 

The waiter interrupted to serve their food. a 

They ate with gusto, enjoying every bite, and sat back, 
happily stuffed. Joe lit a cigarette. 

“Oh, care for one, Jean?” 

“No thanks.” 

“Heard you’d started smoking.” 

“That rascally father-of yours told you that!” 

“Yeah. Since he and Mother are the only people I know 
who see you, I keep myself informed through him.” 
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“I did smoke for a while, but it didn’t really help my 
problems. So I quit before I was really hooked.” | 

“I keep telling myself I’ll quit someday. Probably never 
will, until they pat me in the face with a shovel.” 

“Crazy man.” 

“You always called me that. I’d forgotten. I didn’t think 
I'd ever forget a thing about you.” 

“Tell me about your business.” 

“We're doing real well, Jean. Knock on wood.” 

“How many boats have you got now?” 

“Hundred. Half of them are leased. I’ve put almost every 
dime back in the business, and Jean, we passed five million in 
sales so far this year. How about that, eh girl? I’ve almost 
got it half paid for, too. ‘Course, I have to work thirty-three 
hours a day.” 

“I’m proud of you, Joe. And I know what you mean about 
the long hours. Joe, after the fight—the infamous fight—see, 
I’m laughing; thought I’d never smile again.” 

“God, me too!” 

“Anyway, Andy told me then that he was going to help 
you.” 

“He was. But I caught onto who was behind it and went to 
other banks.” 

“I’m really glad to hear that. I’m relieved, somehow, that 
you're still your own man.” 

“If you understand that about him, why are you willing 
to allow yourself to be just another property of ABC?” 

“That’s not exactly the way it is, Joe.” 

“Come on, Jean. You really think that shark will let you 
swim in his waters without gobbling you up like he does 
everyone else?” 

Jean changed the subject and the next two hours disap- 
peared in a collage of laughing reminiscence, which touched 
on deep things, painful things, some of which they shared, and 
when the lunch had lasted past three o’clock, both realized 
that since the first time that they met, there was a true under- 
standing between them. 

Jean shifted them back to the real world with a gentle 
prod. “You know what, mon ami? It is now three-thirty and 
we are Jate for work—at least I am. You're the boss of your 
outfit.” 

“You’re pretty big cheese yourself, kid.” 

“Hardly.” 

“You know you are. You're just being modest.” His arm 
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went around her shoulder as they laughed and walked 
outside. 

He opened her car door and leaned over to kiss her. 

“No-no! Kiss-kiss verboten!” 

Joe laughed, “Now what language is that?” 

“One spoken only by exceedingly stupid people who forego 
their pleasures and kick themselves all the way home!” 

“Jeanie, it’s been wonderful. It’s the first casual sit-down 
and talk, just for the hell of it, P’ve had a long while. 'm sure 
it meant more to me than to you-—your life is full. But thank 
you for it. And for being a good sport about my subterfuge.” 

“Joe, Joe Devereaux, T hate to say goodbye, because we 
really can’t do this again. Andy has asked me to marry him, 
and I think I will.” 

“Couldn’t we meet a couple of times 4 week—just for 
funch? At least we could support each other until you 
marry. Bartel would put the quietus on it then, I’m sure.” 

“No, darling. Let’s just remember that finally there was 
a day when we spoke without tears, we laughed together, 
and we said goodbye without misunderstandings. We achieved 
that miracle, and that is.as much as we can ever accomplish 
together—and stay clean.” 

“Yes, It is the first time we've ever been able to just talk 
as friends. In addition to all your other beautiful qualities, 
you're also a wonderful friend. I can talk to you about things 
that I’ve kept locked inside for years.” 7 

“Perhaps it’s because we've both grown up.” 

“You're right. I couldn’t continue to see you for very long 
without wanting to hold you. I love you, Jean.” He kissed her 
hand. “I'll always love you.” 

“Darling, you can see that we have to stay apart the 
way we feel about each. other.” 


“We feel?” 
“You know I love you, Joe. You’ve known it always.” 
For a brief moment, their eyes acknowledged the fact, and 


that desperate sense of loss was reawakened. 


now, so you won't try to talk me out of it. Tl tell you when 


jt’s done.” 
She got into her car, and said only, “See you the night of 


the awards. Goodbye, Joe.” 
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“Bye, darling.” Joe watched Jean’s little car until it was 
out of sight, then got into his silver Lincoln and drove over to 
his lawyer’s office. 


Chapter Fifty-Two 


There was a congratulatory wire from Andy when Jean got 
back. She wondered how he knew everything so quickly; he 
was in Paris! Rodrigues must not be his only agent. Who 
else informed him of her every move? An uneasy feeling, 
one that had been growing since he had proposed, again came 
over her. She felt as if she were being spied on, always. On 
an impulse she looked around for a microphone and felt 
physically ill when she found one not even well hidden be- 
neath her desk. 

Quietly she cut the wire and looked for others. But there 
were none that she could find. Good God! Was her home, 
her car bugged? Andy Bartel! What is your problem? Her anx- 
ieties were not abated when two days later she received a 
special letter through interoffice mail. 

Enclosed was a Houston gossip-column clipping from a 
paper dated only two days previous. She hadn’t even seen it, 
and yet Andy had got it back to her this quickly. — 

“. "| | What lovely building boss-was seen cozy-cozy with 
what married shrimp king at the San Jacinto Inn this noon?” 

._A big question mark in red ink was across the face of it, 
and a note: “Will be arriving for brief stopover Friday after- 
noon, the twelfth. Please be available. Love, Andy.” 

Well, at least. he said please! I think I have a couple of 
things to say to him, about his spying on me. Is Joe right? 
Is this the way it will be? . 
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There was little time to worry about it: Things were busier 
than usual with the project, and there were delays and short- 
ages, a threatened wildcat strike, problems that hadn’t been 
present before. ; 

The pressure had been building, and Jean sat in her: con- 
struction: office and listened to a committee of building- 
trades reps, each berating the other for being in the wrong 
place or stage of progress at the wrong time and thus caus- 
ing the delays. 

She interrupted. “But that’s not the issue! The problem 
is, what is going to be done to get things back to running 
smoothly? We were doing great for a long time. Now all of a 
sudden we have friction between unions. If all of you wanted 
to compromise and work this out, you could. And we've got 
to. This company just can’t tolerate—excuse me.” She an- 
swered the buzz. “Could you hold this call please? ['m in 
the middle of a conference.” - , 

She set it down again without waiting for an answer. “I 
know that each union has rules and regulations designed to 
make working conditions easier for its members—but when 
the electricians’ coffee break gets in the way of the carpen- 
ters’ coffee break whose—” 

All the lights and buzzers on the phone came on. “Oh, for 
God’s sake! What is going on!” She picked up. the phone. 
“Tell: Mr. Bartel that I am busy and unless the sky is falling 
to please wait. The next time this phone rings before ’'m 
through I’m going to yank it out of the wall!” 

It was past eight before they had worked out a solution 
that the unions involved could live with, and they’d promised 
to think it over on the weekend. Jean was exhausted, and 
irritated and eager to get home. 

She was just pulling out-to drive home when the car phone 
paged her. 

“Yes? Oh, hello, Andy. I’m sorry, but I just couldn’t turn 
it loose. . . . Well, apparently the sky didn’t fall, so maybe 
you can forgive me. . . . Yes, I knew you'd be in town to- 
day . . . I scheduled it for today because this was the day 
it all came to a head. . . . I’m sorry. . . . Yes, I guess I 
can come by. . . . See you in a little while.” 

She sighed and realized she was not that eager to see 
Andy. All that could turn her on now was a hot bath and a 
late sleep in the morning. Thank God tomorrow was Satur- 
day. At least she had worn a skirt today. Andy did not like 
seeing her in pants and never failed to mention it. 
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As he opened the door, Andy did an inspection of her 
face, looking for hidden deceptions even before he said hello 
and pulled her inside. a 

“Hello to you too.” She went straight to the big white 
chair and pulled off her jacket and propped her feet up. 
“God, I’m tired.” 

“You look it. How have you been? And I haven’t seen 
you in two months. Where’s my big hug?” : 

“You'll have to come here and get it. I have no intention 
of bringing it over there behind the bar.” 

He brought her a cocktail and sat beside her feet on the 
hassock, sipping his Scotch, looking her over. 

“Pink. You look like a big doll cuddled there.” — 

She relaxed and smiled. They each leaned forward then 
and kissed. 

“Hello, Jean.” - 

“Hi, darling. You know, you look bushed yourself.” She 
patted his cheek. “Are things going well for you?” 

“Yes, going well and going and going and going!” 

“You need a rest. You’re working way too hard.” 

“How about you, old girl?” 

“Me too. At least it’s Friday, anyway.” 

“Til drink to that. Move over.” ; 

She scooted over and he sat with her in the large chair, 
his arms around her, causing him to have to reach around 
her head to take a drink. She giggled and set down her drink, 
then his, and pushed the chair back to recline. : 

“Ah, this is great. This is the. life, isn’t it?” 

“I should say so. I’ve been so strung out lately. But when 
I get back to my Jean, I start to relax.” a 

“Andy, is it always going.to be like this? You gone all the 
time?” ; 

“Yes. I’m afraid so.” 

“Will it help if you decide to go ahead and relocate in 
Europe?” . 

“Considerably.” He was watching her breasts as she talked, 
and his hand at her waist moved up. “I have missed you, 
sweet Jean.” 

She laid her head sideways and looked at him. “Have you, 
hon?” 

“Hmm.” He unbuttoned her blouse and slipped his hand 
inside her bra. “How soft... lovely...” 

“Andy, aren’t you at least going to kiss me first?” 

“I already have. Enough of this lawvmaking—let’s fock!” 
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“You know I hate that word!” She tried to button her 
blouse, but he wouldn’t let her. 

“No! I want to look at: them. After all, they’re mine.” 

“They happen to belong to me. I have exclusive possession.” 

“But I have the franchise on them, don’t I?” 

She smiled. “I suppose you do.” 

“After reading that clipping about you and Devereaux, 
I had begun. to wonder.” 

“Andy, it was just a lunch—because we'd both been hon- 
ored.” 

“You didn’t have to go.” 

“T know.” 

“But you did.” 

“Yes, I thought all the winners would be there. It was a 
joke.” 

“That bastard!” 

“We do have a problem or two, but Joe Devereaux is not 
one of them. Andy, I found a bug in my office!” 

“T certainly hope you stepped on it. Hate the nasty: things.” 

“Don’t try to tease your way out of it. Why are you spy- 
ing on me?” : 

“What makes you think it’s me?” 

“Who then?” ; 

“All right, Jean, my security people periodically check on 
‘my top people. Nothing personal.” 

“Like hell! And that’s so illegal it’s unreal! Don’t you 
trust anyone? And have. you bugged my car? My home?” 

“Only your work car.” 

“I'll never drive the s.o.b. again!” 

“You seldom do anyway.” 

“Why don’t you trust me?” She stood up and buttoned 
her blouse. 

“Of course I do. Must say, you’re all business.” 

“Tt guess .. . Andy, you’ve had every move I’ve made 
watched, for how long now?” 

“About a year, year and a half.” 

“And I never even . . . why? Why did you do it?” 

“Because I love you and I wanted to see if you were what 
I thought you were—and you are.” 

“Hear hear!” 

“You live the most chaste, hard-working life of anyone 
I’ve ever known—with the exception of me.” 

“Have you bugged my home?” 
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“No. But I’ve had you followed nearly everywhere you 
0.” 

“Oh, Andy, that makes me sick—virtually ill.” She sat 
down on the sofa and hugged herself. 

“T didn’t lie.” 

“After ’'d found out the truth!” 

He shrugged and went to the bar. Jean watched him clink 
the cubes in and pour another drink. He opened a bottle of 
pills to put one on his tongue, swallowing it with Scotch. 

“What's that? Are you sick, Andy?” 

“No. Just a little pick-me-up. Care for one?” 

“No way. Amphetamine?” 

“Something like that. I’ve done this for years. It’s the only 
thing that keeps me going.” 

“Don’t you know that stuff with alcohol will put you in 
a box?” 

“Not when it’s taken carefully. I’ve never had a problem. 

“I always thought you were too smart for that trip.” 

“Oh, shut up!” 

She laughed. “Boy, your stinger is out today.” 

*So’s yours, old girl.” 

“I_ know I’ve been mean, and I’m sorry, Andy. I’m just very 
tired, I guess.” 

“We both need a rest. I’ve made some plans—if you'll 
consent, of course. I thought after the awards dinner we 
could gather up the children and Spend a week at Padre. 
The Thanksgiving holidays are coming, and they’d only miss 
two days of school.” 

“Let’s do it. Mmm, I can hear that sea wind now.” 

He came over and sat beside her, taking her in his arms. 

“Have we got all the preliminary bouts out of the way? 
Can we get on with the main event?” 

She giggled. “You're a stinker. But, Andy, I’m really not 
in the mood.” 

“Jean, I saw you for one weekend in April, and glorious 
though that was, it was short. In June we had a week-long 
tendezvous when we took the kids to the ranch, but you 
wouldn’t let me touch you for the imbecilic reason that your 
children were in the house. Then in September a penthouse 
weekend—hell! That amounts to about three-fourths of an 
intercourse per month, extrapolated on an annual basis!” 

She laughed. “But I'll feel better tomorrow night, after 
I’ve rested, even though I have to take a bunch of Cub 
Scouts to the zoo tomorrow.” 
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“Why not pop a pill? Make you feel ready for action.” 

“Not my style, honey.” 

“Damn you, Jean! I need you! Don’t you care?” 

Her voice was surprised. “Well, Andy, don’t you care that 
I’m tired and achy and just want to take a hot bath and go 
to bed?” 3 

“Hell, baby! That’s what I want! Let’s take a bath to- 
gether!” 

“Andy, think of me. Let me rest tonight and I'll see you 
tomorrow evening. We can have a wonderful time then. Til 
be rested, feel sexy—” 

“Hell, you don’t have to do anything tonight—just lie 
there. I'll do the work. And we'll have tomorrow night too.” 

“You call that lovemaking? Or just using me for a jerk- 
off?” 

“My, my! The old girl is angry 

“Yes, I am! If that’s all you want, why not just go get 
yourself a whore?” 

She stood up, her blue eyes flashing. She picked up her 
purse and jacket, but he caught her before she reached the 
door. 

“Took at all this energy you’re wasting! If my name were 
Devereaux you'd feel like it! And what the hell have you got 
to lose? It’s not going to cost you anything to give me—” 
’ “Don’t say it! Besides, it’s the principle of the thing. I 
think you’re being an inconsiderate boor! And I think it’s 
the pill talking as much as your desire!” 

“Whatever. I want you!” He pinned her hands at her 
waist and kissed her. 

“Turn me loose!” 

“Hell no! You're just being a bitch! Now-come on!” 

He yanked her arms behind her back and pushed her into 
the bedroom. 

“Damn you, Andy Bartel! If you do this I’m through with 
you!” 

“You break our engagement, I'll fire you! Now quit strug- 
sling. You’re not the karate champ anymore!” 

“Fire me! Til quit! Andy! Please, now . . . stop it! Hell, 
are you going to rape me?” 

“T think I will! I want you! And goddam you, you’ve 
been out with another man! I’m about half-hacked at you 
anyway, old girl!” 

“Andy, it’s not fair. Please stop it.” Her face twisted in 
an agonized expression as his large hand held both her 
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wrists up between her shoulder blades. “My God! You're 
breaking my arms!” 

“Y'll give you a chance to take off your blouse, or I’ll tear 
it off!” He paused but saw that Jean’s face was stubborn even 
' with the pain he inflicted. 

“No! Damn you, Andrew Bartel!” 

’ With his free hand he ripped open the blouse and fell with 
her onto the bed. 

“What—tears? Come now, Jean, you’re almost my wife.” 

To keep her in position he kept her arms. beneath her 
back. His other hand unclasped and yanked her bra straps 
free. Her breasts stood high with her arms behind lifting her 
torso upward. He took his time and tensed them, enjoying 
the involuntary reaction of their growing taut beneath his 
mouth. At the same time he raised her skirt up to her waist 
and pulled her underpants down to her knees. 

“Andy! Please stop! You’re hurting me!” 

Her crying only seemed to add excitement to his pursuit. 

“You're hurting me! Please! Let me move my arms!” 

“No! I like it like this!” Andy forced her legs apart with 
his knees and hesitated only a moment to unzip his. pants 
before he tore into her. 

Finally he relaxed and his weight fell on her. 

Jean whispered tearfully, “I hate you, Andy Bartel. I hate 
you.” i 

He rose up and looked at her. “I knew someday you 
would.” 

Jean turned her head away. “You raped me!” 

“Come on now, old girl. Don’t be melodramatic. What 
did it hurt? It cost you nothing and gave me a release I 
needed badiy—-and I think it showed you who’s boss!” 

“I was just a...not even a person. You 
idm ticarcmy.len 

He moved away, allowing her to gather her clothes about 
her and go meekly into the bathroom. He took off his soiled 
clothing and went to one of the guestroom baths, taking his 
robe with him. 

Jean was holding her blouse together and searching 
through his cufflink drawer when he came back. He put his 
hands on her shoulders. 

“What are you looking for, Jean?” - ; 

“A p-p... pin... to put my clothes back together.” 

He realized she was shaking all over, fighting to hold back 
sobs that heaved from deep within her. He turned her around 
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and lifted her chin and saw in her face what he’d done to her. 

“Jean, I didn’t think it was that big a deal. I’m sorry. I 
thought you were just being stubborn.” 

“And you wanted to punish me for lunch with Joe . .. 
even though he tricked me into it... you stiil punished 
Ws yo oe 

“T guess that was part of it.” 

“You don’t know... you can’t imagine . .. what it 
does. It’s like hacking my soul into little pieces.” The sobs 
were coming to the surface. 

Andy held her close, kissed her hair, rocked her in his 
arms. ~ 

Jean released the blouse she clutched to her and let her 
arms fall limply to her sides as she cried into the dark velour 
‘fabric of his robe. 

He led her to the living room and sat her down on the 
sofa, still holding her while she cried. 

“Jeanie? Did I physically hurt you?” 

“Ves.” 

“Tm sorry.” 

“When a woman’s not ready or willing it’s... it’s...” 
She wailed again. “And: your zipper cut me!” 

“Oh my God! Jean...” Come on, now, honey?” 

“All right!” She pulled away and wiped at her eyes with 
her hand. “I’ve got to get home.” She stood up and put on 
her pink jacket, buttoning it up to hide the open blouse.. 

“Don’t go, Jean. Don’t go running off upset. Stay here, 
darling. Let me call down, have dinner sent up, and let me 
try to make it up to you.” 

“Dinner! Andy Bartel, you are so willful! So goddam will- 
ful. You don’t really care about anything or anybody when 
you want something! I wish . . . I wish I had-an engage- 
ment ring now, so I could throw it in your face!” She picked 
up her purse and ran out, slamming the door behind her. 
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Chapter Fifty-Three 


After an interminable period the award ceremony was finally 
over and the awardees were delivered from the glaring lights. 
People began to group, to laugh, to dance to the orchestra 
now playing merrily. —~ 

Joe came up to the small crowd standing with Jean and 
gently touched her shoulders. She turned into his smile. 
“Jean, you were wonderful.” 

“Thank you, Joe. Your speech was the stunner, though.” 

“Dance with me?” - 

“Well, Pll try, anyway.” 

The music was old and sentimental and right, as were his 
arms around her and his face against her cheek. Joe knew 
he was trembling. He wanted to hold her tighter for all the 
time, all the years that had stolen so much from them, and 
yet his face saddened, for he knew it was not time that had 
robbed them. The music stopped. He wouldn’t release her 
hand, but guided her out onto the terrace surrounding the 
ballroom. A lilting night wind stirred the air and flowed 
through her skirt, making her appear more like a dream than 
she was, to him, always. 

Joe kissed her then, and Jean felt a murmur in her throat, 
a feeling that had found its way from her soul whenever 
they’d made love before when he had freed her from the 
flesh for an ecstatic but brief infinity. 

He moaned as he clasped her to him more tightly when 
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their lips parted, and a moisture seldom seen slipped into 
his eyes. He actually wanted to cry, to fly, to love and never 
have it end. 

“Oh, God, I can’t live without you any longer.” 

Jean was the one who said the inevitable. “You have a 
wife.” : 

He didn’t speak. He lit a cigarette, and its glow brightened 
where his mouth would be, and her memory saw him frown, 
the black brows knit together. There was an almost im- 

“ perceptible tremor in the hand that found hers. 

“Jeanie, it’s not a good marriage. It’s never been good. It 
was a bad trade for both of us, and Emilie knows this. We 
don’t communicate. I mean, we live together, performing 
all the functions of man and wife, but... ” He stopped, 
knowing his words would bring painful images to her. “Jean, 
I never for a second, a fragment of time, ever stopped 
loving you.” — 

“Why, then?” 

“God! I wish I knew. I... I had lost you, Jean. You 
know that’s true. You went off with Bartel. I involved myself 
in rebuilding the business. Emilie was always there, and my 
need was great. I suppose I was grateful to her. We... I 
just . . . drifted into it.” He was silent for a while, then 
found his words. “Emilie knows she can never be what I 
want ... ‘cause what I want, what I’ve always wanted, is 
you.” 

The tears ran down Jean’s cheeks as her hands held onto 
his. “Joe, it’s too late for us. Tonight is just a torture, really, 
instead of a dream coming true.” 

“No, Jean! You’re mine and I’m going to have you. I don’t 
give a damn. Not for anybody or anything but you, Jean.” 
He lifted her, grasping her shoulders between his hands. 
“Nothing is going to prevent our life together!” 

“J love you, Joe—” His lips smothered the rest of the 
sentence, which whirled back into her own mind—but we 
can never belong to each other. 

His power overwhelmed her, and she too began to mend 
the fences of this new little dream they were trying to build. 

He swayed back and forth, holding her close. “Til tell 
Emilie. tonight, and that will be the end of it!. I’ve already 
worked out the arrangements with my lawyer. I began pro- 
ceedings the day we had lunch and I realized I had to have 
you. She can have the house, her car... » Jean stiffened. 
“No, Jeanie. It has to be. Emilie and I agreed to try it for a 
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while. That was the bargain we made. We, said that if it 
wasn’t what both of us wanted, we would end it neatly and 
swiftly, and that’s the way it will be.” 

“Joe, she loves you, toc.” 

“Goddammit!” He released her and walked to the terrace 
rail, head bowed. 

_ Joe, I can’t build on her pain.” 

“Why not? She built on yours.” 

Jean was silent. 

_ “Darling, we have to do it. I’ve tried to get meaning out 
of life without you, and I can’t. There’s nothing without 
you. Knowing that you love me, as somehow I knew you 
always would, always will. I can’t go on—won’t. And it’s no 
good for Emilie like this. No good for any of us.” 

“Oh, Joe! It’s so ugly!” . 

“YVes.”” 

Jean breathed deeply. “All right.” 

His head jerked toward her. “My God! You mean yes?” 

Before she answered he grabbed her to him. “I know, 
Jeanie, that it won’t be easy. It will be hell. But none of us 
are happy this way, even Em. I don’t want to hurt her, but I 
can’t go on this way.” 

“IT know. I can’t either.” 

“Look, I’m telling her tonight, and I'll move out.” 

“What if she won’t let you go?” 

“Hell! I’m not a plate. or a chair. She doesn’t own me!” 

They were silent, standing with their arms about each 
other. 

“I need you, darling. I want you so. badly I ache. Oh, 
Jean, I’ve loved you from the first time I saw you, and every 
minute I ever had with you haunts me night and day. I see 
you everywhere I go. Everything reminds me of you. The 
sunlight in the morning, the song of the whipporwill at night, 
the cry of the wind at sea, the waves dancing like the blue 
light in the eyes. Oh, yes, Jeanie, I want you.” His mouth 
took hers and his hands wrapped around her, smothering 
her in a great passion. 

When she pulled away for a moment he pursued her. 

'“Come with me, Jean. Let’s have again what we had be- 
fore. Come with me tonight, and tomorrow we can start 
our new life. It only takes sixty days for a divorce. We can 
marry out of state and waive the waiting period in Texas. I’ve 
already checked on all of it, darling.” 
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“Joe, you're killing me. Please, please, stop. I won’t go 
with you—not till you’re divorced. No... I won't.” 

“All right, not tonight. But Jean, let’s take a few days, go 
up to our cabin, remember.” 

“T remember. But . . . Joe, if you love me, don’t make 
me a villain like this. Don’t make me into a cheap home- 
wrecker. Think what it would do to me after our passion was 
spent. And what it would do to you.” 

“Pm filing tomorrow.” 

“When it’s-legally over, then we can—” : 

‘Tl get my divorce in Mexico first, then here. Would that 
help? We could marry down there, and it would be legal.” 

“Darling, my children—the other kids at school would 
crucify them. You know there will be a terrific scandal.” 

“Who gives a damn?” 

“J do. 1 know I don’t deserve it, but my children respect 
me, and they deserve to have a mama they can be proud of. 
I won’t purposely be so selfish- or do anything that might 
make them doubt me.” : 

“I can see that. But is that the only reason? How about 
Bartel?” ie 

“Something has happened between us. I don’t want to 
discuss it, Joe. But it’s over.” 

“How'd he take it?” ; 

“I’m not sure he’ believes it’s really over.” 

“No, he wouldn’t. He won't take kindly to losing. Jean, 
he can’t hurt me, but you . . . it could get you fired, couldn’t 
it?” : 

“I have a contract until November of 1974—three years 
still to go. He’d probably keep me around just to torture us.” 

“You see through him?” : 

“Ves, Joe, I have a special feeling for Andy. It’s not love. 
I tried to force myself to believe I loved him, because he 
wanted me, and he’s been good to me, stood by me—though 
he’s hurt me, too.” 

“T have no right to ask it, but has he been your lover?” 

Jean turned her back and lowered her head. “Yes, Joe.” 

“Since when?” 

“Since the day you took a wife.” 

“T drove you to that.” 

“No one held a gun to me.” : 

“If he’s been in bed with. you, my darling, he'll not be 
willing to give you up. Did you live with him? 
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“No. We’d have a rendezvous now and then. There have 
been five of them, I think.” 

He placed his arms around her, clasping them beneath her 
breasts. He whispered in her ear. “It’s all right, darling. I’m 
sorry I pried.” 

“Does it matter to you?” 

“I’m jealous, but I understand how a man like him could 
get a hold on-a sweet gal like you. You’re too kind-hearted 
for your own good. If you were mean you’d be much better 
off.” 

“TJ tried very hard to love Andy, because he loved me, but 
I realize now it was all built of wishing. I love you, Joe. I 
have from the first moment I saw you.” 

“What should we do?” 

“I wish to God I had an answer!” She turned and put her 
arms around his neck. “I wish the whole world would disap- 
pear and there would be just us. But then ...I guess I 
don’t really wish that.” 

“Jean, I’m going through with the divorce, and I’m moving 
out of the house tonight. The papers are ready to file. If I go 
through standard channels, take sixty days, keep it quiet, may 
I see you during that time?” 

“Yes, but I won’t have an affair with you until you’re free.” 

“Til take care of Emilie, Jean. I’ve set up a trust for a 
monthly income, and she'll have everything. we own, except 
the business. That’s mine.” 

“Darling, that’s not what I meant.-Oh, Joe, I can’t stand 
it, breaking up a home.” 

“It never was right between Emilie and me.” 

“I don’t think it can ever be right between us either. I 
don’t think we can ever be happy again, carefree—though, 
we never were that, were we? Joe, God forgive me, I don’t 
care. I want you, my darling.” 

He held her close. “This is our chance. We can’t let my 
stupid mistake ruin our last chance. It’s not your fault that 
my marriage didn’t work out.” 

“Promise me you'll always love me?” 

“Always, always, darling . .-. and Jean, the divorce will 
be filed by nine-oh-five Monday morning and I'll sleep in my 
office tonight. Will you meet me tomorrow? Lunch at Che’s?” 

“Yes. Noon?” ; 

“Earlier—eleven. That’s only eight hours from now. Maybe 
I can survive until then. Jean, how could I have been so 
absurd, so foolish as to have lost you?” He nuzzled her neck. 
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“You never asked me to give up anything, and yet I insisted 
that you give up your dreams. It was too ‘much to ask.” 
Jean hugged him tighter. It would work now because 
finally it could work. She was content to huddle in his em- 
brace. They were finally one, she and her only iove. . . . 


The television was on and Neva was waiting for Jean, 
anxious to hear about her night, about the awards, to tell 
her how lovely she’d looked—and to ask about Joe. , 

“Jean!” She hugged her, ‘apprehensive at first, then happy 
to see the joy radiate from her daughter’s eyes—the glow 
Jean had not had since Joe. “Quickly, Jean—the local talk 
show is discusing it all. Come sit down!” 

Jean sat close beside Neva on the sofa and they held 
hands. 

The words at first made little sense. Joe? Were they talk- 
ing about him as political candidate? Who? . . . The Demo- 
crats, never too early, U.S. senator, reputation for honor, 
integrity. He had the ability, looks, charisma, happily mar-_ 
ried. He would get the support of the state machine, it was a 
sure bet. Rumors like this usually are decided before they’re 
allowed to leak to the press. Yes, Joseph Devereaux would 
be asked to accept the party’s nomination. His speech to- 


night . .-. impressive . . . sincere . . . never a taint on his 
reputation .. . war hero. . . anti-Syndicate hero... married 
... good reputation . . . reputation . .. reputation... - 


Jean patted Neva’s hand and left the room. “’Night, 
Neve. I’m tired.” 

She locked the bedroom door and stood a long while 
staring at nothing, her mind numb. Hang up your coat, Jean. 
Go to bed. Sleep. It was all a dream anyway. ... Her 
reflection arrested her. Jean took off her mink. and: hugged it 
while looking at herself. A turquoise satin dress. For him. His 
color. Her color. She recognized that it was a beautiful 
woman who stared back from the mirror, but also a very 
sad, tired, disheartened woman. A woman who would never 
love again . . . never have another affair. No. No profit. 
Only pain. All the battles had brought defeat. 

She got up and went to her desk to write Joe a letter. 
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Chapter Fifty-Four 


At the sound of Joe’s car Emilie resisted the panic in her 
throat and looked closely at her face to see if any signs of 
crying remained. She fluffed up the ruffle of her white lace 
peignoir—the one from their honeymoon—and ran down the 
stairs to open the door before he could get the key in the 
lock. 

Her hopes fell as she saw the guilty look Joe wore on his 
handsome face. 

“Mon cher? I’m so glad you’re home. I’m so glad. I was 
beginning to worry.” Her cold hand grasped his and pulled 
him inside. He only stared at her strangely, and she suddenly 
felt foolish for trying to compete with the beautiful Jean. 

“Well, come on, I’ve fixed you a late supper and kept it 
hot. I hope it’s still good.” She led him to the dining room, 
where the low-burning candles were reflected in a silver 
chafing dish. 

“Shrimp creole, mon cher. That banquet food is so blah. 
Sit here.” She filled his plate and poured wine into his glass, 
then sat -fluffily down near him. 

“Eat, darling.” : 

“Aren't you, uh, going to eat with me?” 

“T’ve got to watch my weight now. Besides, I’m too excited 
anyway. Tell me about the banquet. I watched you get your 
plaque on TV. Oh, Joe, me, I'am so proud of you!” 

421 


“You watched it?” He tore off a piece of tough French 
bread and sopped at the roux mixture. 

“Yes. And I saw Jean. I couldn’t believe how jolie she 
still is, at her age, ’ein?” 

Joe looked at her wearily. 

“T mean, how can a little ol’ Cajun mama like me look as 
good as her? But you were the most beautiful person there! 
Do I look pretty? Remember this peignoir? Our honeymoon?” 

“Yes. I remember.” He dropped the bread onto his plate. 

“Emilie, there’s only one way to do this. . . . Emilie, I’ve 
seen a lawyer.” 

“T know, I found out last week when an appraiser came to 
the house. He said he was told to by your lawyer.” 

“I’m sorry you found out that way, but ’m going through 
with it, Emilie. ’'ve made up my mind.” 

“Ft’s that red-headed bitch again, isn’t it? She got your 
blood all boiling again! God, she must have some kinda 
pussy, her!” 

“Ym tired of this. Jean hasn’t done anything wrong!” 

“Except sleep with my busband!” 

Joe stood up. “Believe it or not, Emilie, I’ve never been 
unfaithful to you.” 

“You think I believe that? Hah!” 

“Believe what you want.” 

“Since when she got so pure, ’ein? Hell! You a fool!” 

“Maybe Jean loves me whether or not J’m a fool!” | 

“Oh, shit! She left you, remember? I picked up the pieces.” 

“Because of what I’d done. But now jm offers me whag 
you won’t—a love that’s. free, not . . . all tied to each other 
like anchors around our necks.” 

“She offers! Hell! She done give it all away! And you’re 
right—it was free! To anybody!” 

“Shut up, Emilie!” ’ 

“Shut up Emilie’! You don’t like to hear the truth about 
your saint, but the truth is she was an easy piece or you 
would’ve married her! But you were scared, Joe! Scared of 
her making a fool of you, ’ein? So you married me because 
Emilie was the only woman around who didn’t let you get 
into- my britches—at least not until it suited my plans!” 

“Maybe. But I’ve learned there’s more to a good marriage 
than having a virgin—if I didn’t know it before, I sure as hell 
know it now! Emilie, you tie me so tight that I feel like I 
gotta run away from it all. Jean doesn’t.” 

422 


“No, she just ties your insides in knots, that’s all! You 
hever knew a minute’s peace with her!” 

Joe was pacing angrily..“Well, I ain’t had a hell of a lot 
with you, either! Look, Em. I tried it and it didn’t work out. 
Wasn’t that the deal? You set the bargain up. You said we’d 
try it and if we couldn’t make each other happy, we’d quit.” 

She sat down on the edge of her chair and took something 
white and tiny from the pocket of the gown. “Joe, look at 
me.” 

“Why?” He continued to glare at the fiery chandelier. 

“Because I’m pregnant!” Her eyes filled with defeated tears. 

‘Joe jerked his head around, his face shocked. “How in 
the hell did that happen?” 

“You don’t know?” 

“What about those sure-fire pills! You know you're not 
supposed to get pregnant!” 

“You should have thought of that before you made love 
to me.” 

He turned away. ; 

“Joe, I must have forgotten to take my pills once or 
twice.” 

“You forgot, Emilie? Or is this your way of hanging 
onto me? You don’t want me as a husband! You want me to 
be your slave! To think of no one or nothing- except you!” 

“Is that so wrong when a woman loves her man?” 

“Depends on what you call love!” 

“J don’t call what I see tonight on television love! I call 
that a married man making a fool of his wife—and himself!” 

“Emilie, 'm sorry. Please give me a divorce.” - 

“Here, Joe. Something to remember us by. It’s not very 
good. I’m just learning how, but I: was proud of it. I wanted 
to show it to you. To keep it as the first thing I give our 
bébé.” She laid a tiny white knitted bootie in his big hand 
and walked sadly from the room. ; 

As she reached the top of the stairs, Emilie heard the front 
door. close quietly, and the house and her life were again 
empty. Her slender arms wrapped around her stomach and 
she doubled up on the bed and cried again. 


Morning found Joe sitting crumpled and needing a shave 
in the big chair behind his desk, still wearing the clothes from 
the night before. His bleary eyes and an empty bottle gave 
evidence of inebriation; the pictures on. his desk suggested 
the turmoil he felt. One picture was of Emilie, smiling 
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beautifully, her dark eyes gay and loving. The other was the 
old snapshot of Jean in the blue shirt with the wind tossing 
her hair about. He stared from one to the other, finally 
envisioning Emilie with his child in her arms. Suddenly he 
snatched up the picture of Jean and kissed it, then held it up 
to his unsteady gaze, contemplating the sparkling smile, the 
wonderment shimmering from her sapphire eyes, and he. 
wondered why he had, why he could possibly have thought ill 
of her: and it seemed strange that he could ever have doubted 
the purity of her love. He was drunk—flowery drunk—and 
Joe laughed at himself. Then the dark fire-rimmed eyes 
began to shed silent tears onto the picture, which he crumpled 
in his palm and thréw across the room. It hit the wall and 
landed on the carpet. He whirled the chair to face the 
window behind him and propped his polished shoes on the 
sill, staring up at the changing colors of the clouds rolling 
in from the southwest, which hinted of autumn turbulence at 
sea. He wondered about his boats. He’d have to call in a little 
while, before the traffic got too heavy on the radio. 

Joe stood up and watched a couple of gulls cry and flap 
about the pier in search of scraps they would have when the 
plant changed shifts and the green fleet, which was due in, 
arrived. His big launch bounced smoothly against the dock 
as the early-morning breeze picked up. He longed to leap 
aboard the launch and feel the roar beneath his feet as he 
switched on the ignition, and to hear its tiger purr as he 
backed it into the channel and headed down to sea. Joe 
leaned against the wooden sill and could almost feel the 
tackle bending double in his hand as a big old redfish 
fought him. 

Joe left the office before his staff came to work. For two 
hours he sat in the restaurant bar and smoked and drank 
and avoided his reflection in the mirror. Eventually he got 
up. the nerve to go to the main door and wait for Jean to 
join him for lunch. 

“Are you Mr. Devereaux?” 

He whirled and faced the maitre d’, who handed him 
an envelope. 

“This came for you a while ago.” 

Without opening it, Joe knew where it had come from— 
and what it would say. He walked out to the Lincoln and got 
in before reading it with shaking hands. Well, Jean had said 
it for him, and somehow, he’d known she would. She couldn’t 
be Jean and do otherwise. : 
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He took off his coat and drove down to the dock. It felt 
good to have the launch beneath him, and he opened the 
throttle, in search-of the big red, and solace. .. . 


* 


The southerly gusts of earlier in the day had run into a 
cold front out of the northwest. The result at this point was 
fierce blustery weather with intermittent rain assaulting the 
window panes. Jean shivered as a brilliant flash of lightning 
brightened the glass porch, where she’d been sitting in the 
dark. The chimes in the hall played eight o’clock. On a night 
like this the twins should have some hot chocolate before 
they went up to bed. Cocoa was always a comfort to Jean, 
too. : 
The phone rang just as she brought everything, including — 
marshmallows, on a tray into the living room. The twins 
jumped up from before the fire, where Neva had been 
entertaining them with tales of World War II. 

“Neve, could you get that phone for me? I’m still not in to 
anyone, please. Hey, fellows, how about roasting some marsh- 
mallows in the fireplace before you troop off to bed?” 

That was a great suggestion as far as the little boys were 
concerned. 

Neva returned from the study with a worried look and 
beckoned for Jean. “Strange call. You’d better take it.” 

“What’s it all about?” 

“An operator trying to fitid Joe Devereaux—an emergency. 
I told them there was no one here by that name, but the 
woman on the other end kept insisting.” 

“Oh my God!” Jean hesitated, then picked up the phone as. 
Neva shut the door behind her. “Yes?” 

“We're trying to locate a Joseph Devereaux. Could you 
have Mr. Devereaux come to the phone, please?” 

“Tm sorry, operator. There’s no one here by that name.” 

“Operator, if that’s Jean Iversen I'll talk to her.” 

“Are you Jean Iversen?” 

“Yes, I am.” 

“Thank you for your help, operator.’ When’ the operator 
was off the line the woman on the other end screamed, 
“You goddam whore! I want my husband! You tell that s.o.b. 
to come to the phone!” 

“Is this who I think it is?” 

“Mrs. Joseph Devereaux. The only Mrs. Devereaux there 
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ever will be! You'll never get him, ’cause me, Til never 
divorce him!” 

“Emilie, there’s some mistake.” 

“You made it; you bitch!” 

“Tf you don’t settle down Pll hang up.” 

“Put Joe on the line! I want to tell him personal that he 
don’t get no divorce; him!” 

“Emilie; your husband is not here.” 

“You lie! He told me he was divorcing me, that it was 
because he was in love with you still! Hah! In heat!” 

“Emilie, the last time I saw Joe was when we left the 
award dinner.” 

“He left here this morning at one to come to you! So I 
know Joe is there!” 

Tears of shame came to Jean’s eyes. “Emilie, please believe 
me. Your husband is not here with me. I haven’t seen him, 
just as I told you.” 

There was a rattle like the sound of a bottle of pills. 

“You liar! You bitch liar! You tell Joe for me! You tell my 
husband if he don’t come here in the next hour I kill myself 
and the bébé!” 

“Emilie, you’re pregnant?” 

“Yes! I tell Joe this before he left this morning, but he 
went to you anyway! He don’t care about me, about the 
bébé. You tell him to come back to me. You send my husband 
back to me, or you gonna have the death of me and Joe’s 
bébé on you dirty conscience!” : 

“Emilie, please don’t do that! I’m not taking Joe away from 
you. There’s nothing . . . no future plans between Joe and 
me. Don’t do this, Emilie. Please!” 

“Send my husband back!” 

“Emilie!” 

The phone went dead, and Jean panicked. The number 
couldn’t be reached again. It was off the hook. 

“Neva!” Jean clutched her. “Emilie Devereaux’s going to 
commit suicide! She thinks I’m after Joe! Oh, God! I’ve got 
to go. Neva, call the police and an ambulance. I’m going out 
there.” Jean looked at the clock. It might take an hour to get 
out there, because Joe lived over in Fort Bend county. 

Before Neva could get the address, Jean had run through 
the house, grabbed her purse and was out the door. 
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Chapter Fifty-Five 


Jean placed the call from the hospital, after they had taken 
Emilie into emergency and out again, stomach pumped out 
and hypos pumped in to calm her. 

The voice on the other end of the line faltered, then 
continued, high-pitched, the words tumbling over each other. 

“Just a minute, ma’am. . . . Repeat, please? . . . Emer- 
gency?... All right... . Any boat in the Devereaux shrimp 
fleet? .. ... Ma’am, you don’t know the name of the boat? 
- . . Well, may I ask the mature of the emergency? . . . I 
see. And you don’t know where Mr. Devereaux is but her 
father is on one of the Devereaux shrimpers? ... . Captain 
Le Beau. All right. Please stand by and I'll see what we can 
do. . . . You’re welcome, ma’am.” 

Jean waited for what seemed a very long time before she 
heard a voice again. 

Another operator took over, her voice calm and sure. 

“This is Galveston Marine. Will all traffic please stand 
clear. We have an emergency call for any boat in ths 
Devereaux shrimp fleet. We’re trying to locate a Captain Le 
Beau, or Joseph Devereaux, on one of the vessels. This is an 
emergency. Galveston Marine on an emergency call for any 
boat of the Devereaux shrimp fleet... ” 

Finally the operator said, “Ma’am, we can’t raise them. 
We'll keep trying every few minutes and call you back at 
this number.” , 
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It seemed forever before the deep quiet was shattered by 
the pay phone’s buzz. What could she say to Joe? “Hello?... 
Yes, this is Jean Iversen. . . . All right, operator.” 

Joe had to repeat his call letters and his status in the 
emergency several times before the operator got it. “Jean? 
What’s wrong? Emilie didn’t lose the baby, did she?” 

“Joe, I’m sorry. I can’t tell you over the air. But please, get 
here fast. I don’t know how she is yet, but I think she’s 
going to be all right. She was semiconscious when I got her 
to the hospital.” : 

“You took her! But how? And what in the world is wrong?” 

“She took .. . sick, Joe. Just come home! She keeps 
calling for you.” 

“Jean, thanks for calling. Tell Emilie I'll be there in three 
to five hours. I’m about twenty miles south of Freeport, 
heading in.” 

“Goodbye, Joe.” ; 

Jean’s voice sounded small and shaken crossing the stormy 
air. “Launch Emilie Devereaux over and out.” 

There was a funny click-click as the connection closed and 
left silence and the wind. Joe shut off the radio and pulled 
back the throttle, setting his course northeastward. The wind 
had swung around and was now a norther against which 
the engines struggled and moaned through the heavy waves 
as he moved with the squall sideswiping him, tossing the 
little boat in a foaming sea. Viciously the wind and waves 
attacked, snapping, swarming, engulfing the vessel and all 
but capsizing it, as Joe fled the kind of storm that wisdom 
would have bid him head into. Only a fool or a desperate 
man would put that blow across his path. 

Joe couldn’t release the frenzied wheel that fought the 
muscles of his arms a deadly duel even long enough for the 
cigarette he craved. His face, illumined by the bolts of 
piercing light, had a frightened look on it. The shuddering 
hull echoed his whimpered profanity, or prayer—the two so 
closely mingled in his mind that even Joe Devereaux didn’t 
know which he spoke, and fear for Emilie chewed angrily, 
guiltily at him. 

“If she dies... if she is dead . . . God! I killed her! 
Oh, God!” 

Passionately he worked to tear his thoughts from Jean, 
though the lost sound of her voice had knelled in a finality 
he recognized sadly. But Emilie. Duty and Emilie and death 
waited in the night, and he suddenly wished the storm would 
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rend the craft asunder and in some blinding final gasp his 
penance would be done, and peace—from life, from death, 
from himself, the monster of himself, the monster he had 
never wanted to be, but. always seemed to be. 

He was exhausted from the struggle with the storm by the 
time the twinkling, clanging buoys appeared in the distance 
and he fought to propel the bobbing cork between the 
concrete pillars of San Luis Bridge. The Intracoastal seemed 
a safe path, now, with lengthy tows of cumbersome barges, 
the only windmills left to battle outside hiniself. The whirling 
blades within his mind he tried, fruitlessly, to dull with 
cigarette smoke and recklessness. 


A lifeless dawn was dripping wearily from somewhere 
above the gray window when Jean heard the whirr of the 
elevator for the thousandth time. Each time she steeled 
herself to face Joe, and this time she again expected him. She 
straightened her slumping shoulders and started toward it. 
But the black rain-clad figure that emerged stood silhouetted 
from the alcove where she was, and something in his deter- 
mined posture held her back; something in the profile she 
didn’t want to see face to face. 

Joe marched down the hall to the nurse’s station, a dismal 
trail of water following him. He was arguing with the 
nurse. Forcibly he snatched a list from her, then threw it 
back, hastening down the hall, the squeak of his rubber 
boots far ahead of the squeegee of the nurse shoes angrily 
following him. Jean saw him pause a moment before entering 
Emilie’s room. 

She gathered herself and waited for the elevator, her head 
leaning against the cold marble as she listened to the elevator’s’ 
whine, which seemed to be inside her head. One of the floor 
nurses, cape about her shoulders, stepped on behind her. 

“You look tired.” 

Ves,”? 

“That husband of hers is something, eh? I thought we were 
going to have to put him under. sedation. But she was 
already awake when he went in. Poor little thing. Why would 
she do that? Looks to me like she’s got everything in 
the world to look forward to.” 

“Did you tell him about the pills?” 
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' Yes. That’s when he had such a fit. I actually ‘thought 
that big man was going to cry.” 

“When will she get to go home?” 

“The doctor is going to run a series of tests on her to see if 
she harmed the baby. I’m sure he’ll want to keep her a few 
days. It was quick thinking of you to get his name off the 
bottle and call him first—also good you happened to call 
her. You’re a good friend. I hope they both appreciate the way 
you got her in here and stayed right here. Did you talk to the 
husband when he came in?” 

x “No.” 

“They’re such a beautiful couple.” 

“Yes. They need that baby.” Jean turned away to hide her 
tears. 

The elevator thudded to a stop and they parted. 

Pain and fatigue flowed from the hard pavement through 
Jean’s back, and the ping of drizzling rain against the dress 
wilted her even more. The blue cloth adhered to her body, and 
she felt naked and useless, utterly. desolate, as she crossed the 
black-topped lot, pausing before Joe’s silver Lincoln to 
place a hand on the hood. Salt mixed with the rain on her face. 
She raised a hand and stopped a passing taxi. Jean crumpled 
into the back seat, shutting her eyes for a moment. Too 
many. thoughts . . . too many. Her lashes lifted and she 
observed the gray world of Houston at dawn. 

The wet, early-morning power of the city was still gentled 
by a fitful sleep and for a change the air was clean, purified 
by the tempestuous winds of the previous night. Its streets 
were solemn ghostly reflections of myriad buildings and cars 
and an early pedestrian or two, any one of whom Jean would 
gladly have traded lives with at the moment. 

At home the house seemed empty with everyone asleep. Jean 
removed her wet clothes in the laundry room and walked 
naked through the house, as if it were some sort of ritual, 
some cleansing sacrament to wash away the stains she felt, 
the desire which still consumed her despite her unwillingness 
to allow it. The sight of Emilie would not rinse out of her 
mind, nor could the knowledge that Joe loved her and not 
his wife be flushed out with gallons of regret. ; 

Jean wandered out to the secluded pool and, settling 
down in an arbor niche, watched the droplets of rain splatter 
themselves in the water, feeling a solace in seeing them blend 
“with the whole and become one. She went to the pool’s edge 
ian longed to leap into the cool limpid solitude, and to 
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swim, to cavort and find an ecstasy with nature she’d only 
known with Joe. The touch of the cool water would be 
soothing, but fear of destruction, of what she would do in 
the pool, fear of herself, anchored her to the edge. Suddenly 
the rain pelted from the sky in a final spent burst before the 
grayness bowed to sunlight. Jean stood on the edge of the 
pool, her. toes clinging to the cold surface, and she raised 
her face to the deluge, staring unseeing upward into the 
washing rain. 

Upstairs she pulled back the covers and fell asleep, dripping 
the rainwater onto the sheets and not giving a damn. The 
jingling phone awakened her, but it went unheeded. The 
agony of her cleansing was too fresh, and only a sheer glass 
stood between her and the chasm of destruction that couldn’t 
take the press of another emotion or it would irrevocably 
shatter in a thousand lost ‘pieces. Finally the phone stopped 
calling her. 


Chapter Fifty-Six 


Joe let the phone ring for several minutes before he replaced 
it and walked back to his wife’s room. 

Emilie was propped up by three enormous pillows, which 
made her seem even tinier. The expression on her face was 
the defiant one she wore frequently, when she was angry at 
Joe or ashamed of herself. 

Joe managed a sheepish smile and swung himself across a 
chair. 
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“How're you feeling, hon?” 

“I’m okay. Kinda tired, me.” She reached for his hand. 
“And kinda ashame of myself, ’ein.” 

“Me too, Emilie. I’m ashamed cf myself, too.” 

“Joe?” 

“Yes, honey?” 

“T’m sorry.” 

He kissed her hand. “I know, honey. Let’s forget it. Things 
are going to be different from now on. I promise.” 

“I hope not too different. Me, I want ten children, yes?” 

He laughed. “No, not too different. Em, by the way, why 
do you reckon your doctor insists on more tests?” 

The smile left her eyes but her voice remained cheerful. 
“Us pregnant womens have to go through all kinds things, 
oui.” 

“I can’t . . . J can’t really believe it. Me, a father.” He 
brushed a curl from her face. “Em, can you forgive me?” 

“I think us, we need to talk about it. We got to get straight, 
one way or the other. Even if it mean we split, us.” 

‘Darling, now that . . . now that there’s a child, Emilie, 
we're married for better or for worse, just like the man said.” 

“But not tied to each other, you said.” 

“T know I’ve made you miserable, Em. And I’m sorry.” 

“Joe, you been wonderful. I think mebbe you feelin guilty 
*cause you didn’t love me when we got married, ein?” 

“Emilie, don’t—’ 

“Toe, I'll never get better until this is said. We've gotta 
get it opened up so it'll heal, this thing.” 

“All right. What do you want me to say, hon? Do you 
want me to lay my soul out in front of you?” _ 

“Bébé! I know your heart, me. Mebbe better than you 
do.” 

“Guess you do.” 

“Joe, time for confession, yes? Me, I tried to hate her, 
Jean, you know? But last night . . . last night, Joe, I called 
her all kind names. I thought you were there, Joe . . . you 
said . . . but she was real sweet back to me, no matter what 
I said to her. And when I told her I was gonna take the pills 
if she didn’t send you back to me, she drove over and she 
took me here to the hospital. Joe, I am ashamed. I know now 
that neither one of you would hurt me. It would kill her— 
mebbe you too, if you all broke up a marriage.” 

“That’s how it happened?” 

“I have never been so ashamed, me. Not never. I just hope 
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you can forgive me. And mebbe she can too. If it had not 
been for me you and her might be married and happy now.” 

“Honey, whatever Jean and I had was broken off before 
we decided to marry.” 

“Mebbe you thought it was, or hoped it was, but I caught 
you on the rebound, n’est-ce pas? I thought I wanted you 
any way I could get you, and that you’d love me.” 

“Emilie, I do love you. There are a million kinds of love 
in the world.” 

“Joe, let me tell you somethin-—and this is the God’s 
truth, I promise. I thought:she had rained you. Remember 
how you were actin’? You needed someone to take care of 
you, c’est vrai. She wouldn’t have anything to do with you. 
Seemed a funny kind of love, to me. But then you weren't 
there to help her, either. I picked you up and tried to put you 
back together, me. I’ve nothin’ to be ashamed of there, non. 
Look at you now. I had at least a little to do with that, my 
Joe, ’ein?” 

“Yeah. Just look at me.” 

“Honey! You a big businessman—distinguished citizen. 
You even beat the bad guys, non?” She made him grin, as 
she used to be able to do, and Emilie pressed her point home. 
“T know, bébé, that you don’ love me like you do her. But... 
Joe, I am better for you.” 

“I suppose you are, darlin’. What are we going to name 
the baby? Is it going to be a boy or.a girl?” 

Later, Joe went to an appointment with Emilie’s physcian. 

The doctor sat down and took the bottle of pills from a 
drawer. He shook his head, sighing. Joe seated himself at 
the other side of the desk. 

“Mr. Devereaux, of all the pills, all of the drugs she 
might have tried, this one would do the least amount of dam- 
age, thank God. But this is even more reason why she should 
abort.” 

Joe cocked his head. “What?” 

, “She didn’t tell you that I advised her to have an abor- 
tion? Mr. Devereaux, your wife has an enlarged heart. I told 
her this at her first examination, and advised her then that 
she shouldn’t try to carry a child. When I received her medi- 
cal records from New Orleans my diagnosis was proved 
correct.” He opened a folder on his desk and continued, 
“Perhaps you didn’t know, Mr. Devereaux, that as a child 
your wife had rheumatic fever. When she was ten she had a 
mitral commissurotomy—surgery to correct the effects of the 
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ilIness. Although the operation enabled her to live a reason- 
ably normal life, she was told that it would be impossible 
for her to safely bear children.” 

Joe’s face was drained. “I knew she wasn’t supposed to 
have children, but she told me the pill . . . doesn’t that 
damn pill work anymore, doctor?” — 

The man shook his head again. “I’m not. sure she should 
ever have been placed on the pill. The man who did it must 
have felt it the lesser of the two evils. Mrs. Devereaux was 
elated when I told her about her pregnancy. She hadn’t used 
her pills in several months. She wants this child and is deter- 
mined to have it. I have pleaded with her four weeks 
now. .. . At least she came to me the moment she sus- 
pected that she was pregnant. I’ve had her come in once a 
week, and the cardiologist also sees her then. We’re giving 
her the best care we know how. He’s going to keep her mon- 
itored for another week. So far the cardiologist thinks she’s 
getting adequate care in a private room with heart monitoring 
apparatus. I don’t think we'll have to put her into IC at this 
time. Mr. Devereaux, we can do many things these days with 
modern medicine, but there are still some things we have no 
control over. This is one of those situations. Quite frankly, 
there is only one alternative, if your wife is to survive this. 
Abortion. Immediately.” ; 

“Maybe . . . maybe I can persuade her.” Even while the 
words were forming around his vocal cords, Joe knew that 
he could not. 

“Mr. Devereaux, you’ve got to. Your wife physically, and 
apparently emotionally, cannot carry a child. Mr. Devereaux, 
we'll lose her. And the baby, too, probably.” 

Joe heard but didn’t understand the words. Die? Emilie? 

“What?” 

“She cannot carry a child nine months, and she could not 
deliver normally under any circumstances. The odds against 
her carrying the child the necessary seven months before we 
can safely perform a cesarean section are astronomical.” 

There was a long period of silence as the doctor searched 
the young man’s face. All he could read was desolation. 

“Let me show you her X-rays.” 

Joe followed him, and looked at the strange negatives, 
and listened to the explanation of how Emilie was not like 
other women, but all his brain could hear was “the odds 
against her...” 
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“Dr. Bauman, have you had other specialists examine my 
wife?” 

“You haven’t noticed how many times she’s been away 
from home recently?” He went back to his desk and wrote 
on a pad. “Here is the name of the other obstetricians we 
consulted, and these are the cardiologists—all excellent men 
in their fields. And all concur with my diagnosis; more rel- 
evantly, with the dire prognosis.” 

“My God.” Joe rested his head against his hand. How 
could he tell the doctor that, no, he had not realized his wife 
had been gone on certain days recently, because he always 
managed to leave early and arrive home late-—-sometimes 
very late, on any pretext? How did -he tell the doctor that 
she wanted this baby as a last resort.to try to win her own 
husband? And how out of desperation she had tried to take 
her own life? 

“Mr. Devereaux, are you a Catholic?” 

“No.” He didn’t vocalize the rest of his thoughts:- No, 
doctor, ’m a son of a bitch, and an exceptionally active 
member of the faith. 

“Apparently this is the problem—her religion. She says 
she cannot murder her child: And yet, this attempt on her 
own life . ... Perhaps it was gesture rather than an actual 
desire to die, but Mr. Devereaux, if you cannot persuade her 
to abort, with whatever mental strain she has now, there is 
little chance that she will survive this pregnancy.” 

He tapped a pen against the desk and stared out the win- 
dow for a while. “All cards on the table now. Why did your 
wife, who desires your child to such a degree that she puts 
her life in grave danger, suddenly turn around and try to 
commit suicide?” 

There was really no need for an answer, for every detail 
was open on Joe’s face. The silent communication between 
the two men was enough. The doctor leaned forward on his 
elbows. “Joseph Devereaux, you have a choice to make. You 
either convince that little girl that you love her, and take all 
of the load and worry from her that you possibly can, or you 
will lose her. She cannot have household duties, she can’t 
drive a car, she can’t fix breakfast, she can’t be your lover, 
and most of all she can’t have any—-I repeat, any—emotional 
stress. And even if all of those factors could be controlled— 
if she doesn’t agree to this simple little operation, I will have 
to. have a signed release from you both before I will con- 
tinue on. this case. Mr. Devereaux, this may be the most 
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expensive baby in the world—financially and at the price of 
heartbreak!” 


Emilie looked at Joe, at the determined, yet sad counte- 
nance he wore. “No!” 

She’d screamed it before he.could say a word. Joe walked 
over to the sink, where his tiny wife held a glass of water 
and in her hand two pink pills. She still wore her robe of 
bright coral print. ae 

Her eyes watched him like a mother bird’s protecting her 
young. 

He put his arm around her, taking the glass, holding it 
while she put the pills into her mouth, then he held the 
water to her lips. P 

Her puzzled eyes never left his face. He held her close, 
and suddenly put his hand beneath her bottom and lifted her 
into his arms. He held her like that for several minutes while 
she buried her head against his neck and cried. ; 

He carried her through the house and up the stairs to their 
bedroom, where Joe knelt. at the bedside and tucked her in, 
stroking her forehead, wiping her eyes. 

“Rm, darling, why? Why did you leave the hospital?” 

Her head turned away. “You know why. You were going 
to let them kill our baby.” 

“Darling, can’t we adopt children?” 

She touched his hand to her flat belly. “He is ours. The 
only thing we really share. He is real to me and I cannot de- 
stroy him.” 

“But honey, you should be in the hospital now.” 

“No. You will let them take the baby.” _ 

Joe got to his feet and turned away. He wanted to destroy 
the child, would do it gladly. This child that would kilt its 
mother! He kicked the. chair aside and went to the window, 
fighting to control the frustration raging inside him. 

“Bmilie! Dammit! Don’t you know what might happen?” 

She almost said what she thought—that it would make 
things easier for him if she died—but that would be unkind, 
and this was not a time for unkindness. Besides, the tiny 
candles burned bright in the chapel; and the Holy Mother 
watched over her and her child. She would not die. 

She watched Joe’s countenance sag in resignation. He 
walked heavily to her and knelt. Emilie folded him gently 
Dee arms, cradling him against her breast. 


— 


“Oh, Emilie, ma ’tite, I have hurt you so often and now 
T will kill you. Mon Dieu... mon Dieu... ” 

She rocked him close as though it were the bébé and not 
the father who cried in broken French. 


Chapter Fifty-Seven 


During the month’s of Emilie’s pregnancy, Joe rarely thought 
of Jean. If by chance a memory would drift through his head, 
he denied its presence, almost as if he feared Emilie would 
read his mind. And perhaps she could. Whenever he was near, 
which was always, she searched him with her dark eyes look- 
ing for a glimpse of her status. Each time he was able to 
reassure her with a hug, a kiss, a pat on the tummy, or a 
special smile and treat. He held her hand, he read to her 
from the baby books she insisted on. She never said, “Be- 
cause I might not be here,” but it hung above their heads. 

He tried to make Christmas wonderful for her. That was 
the day he furnished the nursery, he and her father and 
brother, while she slept. Emilie had selected the furniture 
from a catalog Joe had brought her. It was white and solid 
and built to last for generations. 

For the nursery walls Emilie had nee her favorite color, 
but when he’d painted it he hadn’t let her near for fear of 
the fumes. Then he hung the gay print drapes that matched 
the yellow walls. 

When he led her in she touched each piece of furniture, 
hugging it and exclaiming, then hugging Joe and her father 

437 


and her brother. Afterward Joe carried her down to see the 
Christmas tree they had decorated for her the night before. 

Her father sat watching, an unusual gruffness in his 
manner. The captain seemed to have grown old overnight. 
His eyes no longer carried the youthful twinkle he’d always 
had—not since he’d learned that his daughter was pregnant, 
his daughter who had been warned she could never bear a 
child. Papa Le Beau stayed close beside Emilie that Christ- 
mas, and watched her, and watched Joe. 

Throughout the preparation of Christmas dinner, as the 
men destroyed the kitchen trying to cook while Emilie sat 
on a stool and laughed, and had to be reminded to get back 
up there on the throne where she belonged, the old captain 
watched, and when he went away that day he was satisfied 
that Joe would play his part well. 

Joe realized he would have to find someone full-time for 
the house. And a nurse—the best; one who would see that 
Emilie ate properly. He decided to find a live-in house- 
keeper, someone like Neva, who would see that she didn’t 
fret over this big house he should never have built. 

During that time Joe finally saw Emilie as a whole person. 
He took a new measure of her, and in it she was not found 
wanting; but he was sadly lacking in his own eyes. He tried 
to pray. Alone at night, he would steal softly from the twin 
bed next to where Emilie slept peacefully. He would g0 down 
to his study and falt onto his knees beside the flickering em- 
bers. There he would try to whisper to someone, some entity 
he felt instinctively must be listening, 

At the same time, tentative steps were being taken teward 
making Joe a senatorial candidate; a job he was still not sure 
he was willing to undertake. A committee was formed, and 
petitions drawn, he made a speech or gave an interview, but 
his attention was focused on Emilie and her health. 

Emilie could feel his genuine devotion. He knew from the 
peace she carried now. Perhaps if he could find peace too, it 
would be enough, and a miracle could occur, and Emilie 
would live, and their child. 

But the cocoon of guilt entangled his mind, and he was 
mever able to find in his pleas that spirit, that god-man, what- 
ever it was that had created Joe’s world imperfectly and then 
sat back to laugh in scorn at his groveling. 

Joe didn’t give up. He prayed and promised and tried; and 
he changed. He became a different man—not a better man, 
but a haunted man. If Emilie noticed, it must have been that 
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what he became was what she thought he should be, for she 
was happy, and .as his metamorphosis came about her 
anxiety slipped away. She finally owned Joe. He was hers 
at last. 

She had shut out of her mind the doctor’s grave warnings. 
It was as if she had made up her mind that if she was going 
to die, she was at least going to enjoy the last months of her 
life. And she did. 

She chattered happily, full of dreams and plans and joy. 
On the bright spring day when he took her to the hospital, 
where she would stay the remaining month before the opera- 
tion was to be performed, she was honestly exuberant and 
cheerful. Joe was with her the stormy night two weeks later 
when her labor started unexpectedly, sudden and ominous. 
He held her frightened little hand while the nurses bustled 
around her; because they feared the outcome, he was allowed 
to remain until she was wheeled away. 

Joe cried out, “Emilie, I love you! Mon Dieu! If you'll 
just. come through this, I'll prove it to you the rest of my 
life!” 

Though she was terrified she was happy. That moment as 
their eyes met and lingered was the moment of ultimate 
triumph for Emilie, and Joe felt a satisfaction that he- had 
finally been able to say he loved her so that she’d believe it. 

He sat down to wait, his knees unable to carry him in the 
pacing that would have been his response to most situations. 
But this night he had no strength. He shook from weakness. 
The storm of fear within Joe raged so loudly that the thunder 
outside seemed but an extension of his terror as he sat in the 
long hall alone, hunched forward, his folded hands across 
his mouth to hold in the screams of protest to this nightmare 
that couldn’t be happening, non! Mais non! His prayers were 
erratic, fragmented, and of no use. ; 

Dr. Bauman came out eventually and told him he had a 
daughter, and Joe knew from the man’s countenance that 
there was no need to ask about Emilie. But he did. 

“My wife?” 

“I’m so sorry, Mr. Devereaux. So terribly sorry.” He put 
a hand to Joe’s shoulder. 

“Nol”? 

“We did ev—” 

“Oh my God! Oh my God... ” Emilie, the beautiful 
child, the beautiful woman who had given him everything 
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she had, even gambled her life to win him, could she really 
be gone forever? 

“t want to see her!” 

“Not now, Joe. Tomorrow.” 

He whirled away and leaned his head against the wall, 
beating the plaster with his fist. 

“No, dammit! No! Emilie! . . . Emilie... 

Joe couldn’t release her! He couldn’t let her go! She was 
too good and sweet and kind to die! She had committed no 
sin except to love him! He fought to control himself and this. 
wild terror. 

Dr. Bauman waited a few minutes before he took Joe’s 
arm and led him to a special nursery window. They watched 
a nurse wheel in a tiny glass case. When the nurse saw the 
men at the window she pushed the baby over. 

So tiny . . . what a little tiny infinitesimal thing to be a 
human life... life .. . what is it? Love? Does it exist? Joe 
didn’t know. All he knew was that one of the dearest people 
he had ever known had gone out of his life. 

He clung desperately to the memory of their last moment 
when he’d found the ability to say “I love you” in such a 
way that she had been satisfied. And that knowledge saved 
his sanity. 

At first glance he couldn’t bring himself to feel anything . 
for the infant—this child that had helped to kill Emilie. But 
as he looked at her—the helpless. innocent whose welfare 
depended so entirely on others—how could this teensy bit of 
life hurt anyone? He knew then, as the tiny little hands jerked 
and reached up as if to touch him, that he was her slave 
forever. 

She had little tufts of black hair that he knew one day 
would curl all over her head like her mother’s. She was so 
delicate, so very fragile. He couldn’t tell who she looked like, 
if anybody. He hoped she would look like her mother. 
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The morning of the funeral was the kind of golden spring 
day that Emilie would have reveled in. Pale-yellow butterflies, 
the ones she cherished most, floated about the sweet-scented 
honeysuckle vine crowding the church door. 

As he went inside the musty old sanctuary, Joe avoided 
looking at the yellow-rose-bedecked casket. There was no 
way Emilie could be in there. No. Emilie was somewhere 
close by, waiting patiently for the nightmare to be over. Wait- 
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ing as always for him to come home to her. And he would, 
too—come home to her—and never stay away again. 

As voices rose in “Ave Maria” his eyes shut tight to retain 
the fantasy, but it was driven away by the swelling chorus of 
the beautiful prayer. The song had been sung at their wed- 
ding in this same old chapel. How beautiful she had been! A 
miniature of perfection. He had thought to bury her in her 
wedding gown, but then decided he would save that for 
Emilie Marie. God, let that baby live. God, let Emilie’s child 
survive. God, help me. 

A yellow gown. Lace at the throat. Finally he allowed his 
eyes to behold the silent, very still mannequin who slept 
peacefully. Her delicate little face was wreathed by dark 
curling hair, shining in the candlelight—so much the way she 
had looked on their honeymoon, when he had awakened the 
second morning and looked at her and he had wished—that 
he hadn’t married her. 

Joe cried then. His big shoulders fell forward in a shudder- 
ing spasm. His deep sobs were hidden behind his hands and 
behind the soaring music of the hymn. 

Outside, after the funeral, Joe was standing alone in mo- 
mentary pause while the casket was shifted from the bearers 
to the hearse; utter desolation overlaid his features, still wet 
with tears slipping from his hollow eyes. His hand reached 
to touch a yellow rose, and at that moment the news film his 
opponents later declared won him the election was taken, and 
broadcast across the state of Texas. 

The last bitter medicine was that beautiful Emilie’s dying 
would help win for him a Senate seat. Whether or not this 
was true, it would always seem so to Joe. 

Clayton Devereaux reached into his pocket for sunglasses 
and silently handed them to his son. Joe obediently put them 
on, ducking his head when he realized cameras and faces 
were staring curiously at him. 

At the cemetery he remained behind, sitting with his par- 
ents in the car until the rest of the mourners had gone. When 
the workmen were finished, when the flowered mound lay 
beneath the noon sun and the artificial grass, the chairs, the 
canopy. had bumped away in the back of a truck, Joe got 
out of the car alone and walked to the grave. The stone 
was already in place. He had insisted that Emilie would never 
have an unmarked grave—not even for a day. 
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Emilie Devereaux 
1949-1972 
Beloved Wife of 
Joseph Devereaux 


He knelt down, taking a flower, and bowed his head. 

Eventually the beating of the spring sunshine brought him 
back. He stood up and: placed the yellow rose in his lapel. 
Before he got back to the car Joe paused once more, hands 
in his pockets, and looked back. His eyes were not on the 
grave, but scanned the clear horizon where a distant solitary 
cloud drifted in the soft Louisiana breeze. His whispered 
words were grieved. 

“Ah, Emilie, ma chére ... au.revoir... au revoir... 
je taimerai, ma petite...” 

Workmen would add, the next morning, these last words 


to the epitaph, which became before November a well- | 


known phrase. Joe’s loss seized the imagination of the media. 


| 


He became a hero again, to a public that romanticized him | 


partly because of his courage and partly because of his loss. 


“Mr. Devereaux? Mr. Devereaux?” 

Joe sat up quickly, nearly knocking the nurse down. 

“What is it? The baby?” 

“It’s six-thirty, sir. Would you like to scrub up and put on 
a gown and visit your little daughter?” 

He smiled gratefully. “Yes! I would like that!” Joe got up 
from the narrow vinyl sofa and walked stiffly. 

“The baby seems fine this morning. The doctor hasn’t seen 
her yet, but she took her bottle well during the night, and is 
keeping it down. And her breathing seems fine for a preemie. 
But that’s unofficial.” 

She was glad she had stepped out of her place to tell him 
this, for it brought an almost happy smile to his. haggard 
beard-shadowed features. 

His was the only premature baby at that time, and she lay 
in her glass box in a room by herself. As he stood looking 
down at her, one little eye opened, then the other, then she 
squinted and frowned and turned red. She began to holler. 

“Hungry again. She’s due for a bottle at seven. Would you 
like to feed her? I can_get you some gloves.” 

He backed up a step. “No. No, I might hurt her!” 

The two nurses laughed, and the one who had brought him 
in led him away. He shed the sanitary garments and stood 
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outside the glass wall staring intently at the tiny thread of 
life. Puzzlement stamped a wrinkled pattern onto his fore- 
head. A spark of love was quietly lit. More than the marked 
concern that she live, it was a need for her to live. Not just 
for her sake. But because Joe Devereaux needed her. 

He whispered, “That’s the girl. Drink your breakfast, 
honey.” 

A camera snapped him at that moment, and again he was 
to find his most intimate emotions spread before the world 
through a picture in a newspaper. 

As Joe left the nursery, the reporter who had taken the 
picture asked, “Mr. Devereaux, would you like to make a 
statement. at this time?” 

He did not answer angrily. There was no more anger left. 
Instead he asked. “What kind of statement?” 

“Why—about your campaign.” 

“I had forgotten about that.” 

“Forgotten?” 

“Well, not really. I guess I had just put it away. I haven’t 
decided whether to continue or not. I haven’t been able to do 
any campaigning.” 

“Can I talk to you? Ask you some questions?” 

“All right.” 

“Can I buy you breakfast, sir?” 

“Cup of coffee would be great.” 

Despite the fact that it was~a cafeteria in a hospital, the 
place was still very noisy. 

“You don’t want anything but a cup of coffee?” 

“No. Thank you anyway.” 

“Mr. Devereaux, can I take a couple of shots of you sitting 
there with your coffee?” 

“T look like hell, but go’ ahead, I guess.” 

“No. Don’t straighten your tie. I want it just like you are. 
There’s something there I want to capture.” 

“I can’t imagine what.” 

“Triumph, sir.. Victory.” 

“What?” 

“You asked what I was trying to capture. I took pictures 
yesterday—over in Louisiana. And you're better today. 
You’re on the mend, I can tell.” 

“I appreciate that. And I sure hope it’s true.” 

The young black man sat down. “I’d like to ask you a 
couple of questions about your campaign. I'll try not to 
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| get too personal, sir.” 


Joe smiled at the enthusiasm spread over the youthful dark 
face. “What paper you from?” 

“Houston Daily.. This is my first big story.” 

“I’m news, eh?” 

“You sure are. I'll be the first one to-report your decision.” 

Joe swirled the coffee in his cup. “Does anyone really give 
a damn?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

Joe looked up again at the man across from him. 

“Mr. Devereaux, I hope you'll stay in the race. We need 
you. There are too few honest men in government.” 

“T just don’t know.” He shook his head and tapped a 
cigarette on the table. 

“It’s not my place, or any of my business, but I sure do 
hope you will decide to run. I think you'll get the nomina- 
tion.” ; 

“Right now I’ve got my baby’s health on my mind. I don’t 
even know for sure if she’s going to make it. Littly tiny 
thing. Did you see her?. Not four pounds. Hard to believe a 
human that small.” 

“T saw her. Sir, if you did decide to run, even if you 
couldn’t campaign much between now and May sixth—that 
is, travel a lot—you could still issue releases and make radio 
and TV spots.” 

“I haven't heard from the commiittee yet, since... 
You're the first one to ask me.” 

“P’m sure they assume you'll continue.” 

“You think I should, then, Scoop?” His eyes teased the 
young reporter. 

“Yes, sir. I do.” 

“All right. As soon as the baby is better and I’ve had a 
chance to get it all together I'll announce.” 

“Can I announce it for you? In the paper?” 

Joe smiled. “All right. I forgot your name; what was it 
again?” 

“Just call me Scoop. Scoop Catton. When you're a U.S. 
senator I'll tell folks you nicknamed me Scoop and that I 
talked you into running for senator.” 

They walked out of the cafeteria together, and a much 
lighter load sat on Joe’s still slumping shoulders. 

In that evening’s paper Joe read an almost verbatim ac- 
count of their conversation, and he studied the two photo- 
graphs that accompanied the article. He saw in them the 
changes that had taken place within himself. There was some- 
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thing different. In some respects it seemed the face of an 
alien. His features were familiar, but it was not the same 
countenance he had worn a few months before. Looking at 
him. from the newsprint was a man born of circumstance, a 
man who didn’t exist six months before. 


Chapter Fifty-Eight 


Joe’s campaign, through all three phases—primary, June run- 
off and the November general—was difficult for many 
reasons. But the baby’s trip home and the media recording 
thereof just before the runoff did no harm to the cam- 
paign; and Joe’s newness to politics, which made it difficult 
for him to lie, proved to be an asset. He was not a smooth 
campaigner. He said what he thought, with tact whenever 
possible, but he. was capable of a straight, quick-witted 
thrust at antagonists or the opposition. He was popular for 
his good looks, his charm and his platform, and, at least in 
some minds, he was a curiosity because of Emilie’s death. 
Not a little of his success was due to the newsman who 
became his campaign manager, Scoop Catton. Having a 
black man by his side helped in some cases, hurt in others, 
but where the latter was true Joe’s honesty carried the ball. 
And sports were not left ouf—baseball, football, Vietnam 
. . . the All-American tragic hero. Joe won easily in Novem- 
ber. 
Election night his workers and those who voted for him 
were reassured that their choice had been the right one when 
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Joe was accompanied to the rostrum by his parents and his 
tiny baby daughter. He held her partway through the speech, 
until she was no longer enchanted with the crowd and began 
to slap the mike. He ended his acceptance with a touch of 
sadness in his voice that he couldn’t disguise. 

“Thank you again for the opportunity to serve you, all 
the people of Texas. My thanks are also on behalf of my 
family—my parents, whom you’ve met; my daughter, whom 
you’ve met; and her mother, whom I... ” His voice broke 
and he turned away from the ovation. 

Emilie the woman he had not loved became the martyr he 
revered, without Joe’s realizing that the conscience-salving 
transition had taken place. 

He worked untiringly. Catton became his voice in Texas, 
at the permanent headquarters Joe set up in Houston. The 
young assistant’s purpose was to stay close to the people, to 
know what they wanted from their junior senator. Joe fiew 
to Washington soon after election and bought a house, which 
though small in number of rooms, was old and spacious and 
had no fireplaces to stir up old memories. 

The senator became a hard-working man whose only de- 
sire was to forget, forget, forget; to bury himself in work for 
a cause greater than any he’d ever known, and in this, 
ironically enough, he was into a period of idealistic zeal that 
would have enabled him to understand his former lover, the 
architect-engineer whose life was still wrapped in a robe of 
love and hope for others and little comfort for herself. 


For Jean, too, the campaign had been hard, though 
Emilie’s death had been harder. : 

Jean hadn’t gone to Emilie’s funeral. She knew she wouldn’t 
be welcome, but she had stayed in touch with Mary and 
Clayton. She carefully stayed away from Joe, until the time 
in September that he had come with retinue and TV cameras 
to see the Bartel urban-renewal project as part of his 
campaigning. 

Jean had known they were coming and had personally 
conducted the tour, giving out hard hats and taking the 
entourage up to inspect the last three buildings in different 
stages of completion, then through the protective fence to the 
two occupied buildings that were landscaped like a park. 
Afterward, a reception was held in the recreation room of the 
first building completed. Joe’s speech there was compli- 
pe to the project and its director, identified as an old 


friend of the family, Mrs. Karl Iversen. To thank her for the 
tour he gave her a hanging basket of philodendron with a 
note attached. Only once during the whole day did he allow 
their eyes to meet—when he presented the greenery to her 
with cameras flashing. Then his look had been noncommittal, 
as though he were looking at a stranger and it was just 
another duty to be performed. 

Jean. wished the ten-thousand-dollar donation she’d made 
to his campaign had not been anonymous. Then maybe he’d 
deign to look at the friend whose favors he once so eagerly 
sought. She thanked him quickly, before he could see the 
burt, and sat back down, taking the accompanying card from 
the basket and slipping it into her jacket pocket. . 

Joe had watched, had seen the hurt, and had hoped she 
would read the note, and hoped she would realize how a 
politician who had just buried his wife five months before 
and who was trying to retain a sense of self-respect did not 
give way to past feelings—not if he wanted to survive emo- 
tionally and politically. 

Joe’s note was alse. noncommittal, as she found out when 
the politicians had departed and she sat with Nzinga drinking - 
the last of the coffee from the urn. 


Dear Jean, 
Thank you again for your silent understanding of my 
grief, and for the flowers and the note you sent, and 
most of all, thanks for still being the gentle Jeanie I’ll 
always remember, 

Joe Devereaux 


She wondered what he’d been thinking of when he’d 
written it; had it been difficult to choose the words? Or had 
it just been a note jotted off with many others in a moment’s 
time found for such things in a hectic day? 

“You still gone on him, Jean?” 

She smiled and put the note into its envelope and into 
her pocket. “He seemed pleased with our project, Nzinga. 
He'll make a good senator. He’s a Democrat and he'll help 
people. Could you—I mean, you are going to support him, 
aren’t you?” 

“Yeah. He’s the man of the hour.” 

“Good. I want him to win. He’s a good man.” 

“You just said that.” 

“Did. 12 Well, come on—you’ve got a co-op to supervise 
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and a man to help elect, and I’ve gat to go get into my blue 
jeans and get to work clambering around on number five. 
Besides, the prince has turned his back on Cinderella and so 
she goeth back unto her tired labor.” 

“That turkey was just playing the politician. Couldn’t you 
see? He couldn’t very well grab you and kiss you and his 
wife not dead six months.” 

“Nzinga, the irony is, I could have taken him from her .a 
week after they married, or even prevented the marriage; 
but now that she’s dead, she has a stronger hold on him 
than she did alive. Does that make sense?” 

“Yes. But that’s a little abnormal. If he’d had a good 
relationship he’d be free now. I'd say guilt had a clutch on 
him.” 

“Guilt!” 

“You always been his woman. She knew it. He knew it. 
Now she’s dead, you may never get him.” 

“Tt’s gone too far downstream, anyway. Our lives have 
forked and we are headed in different directions. Sometimes, 
I think I’m relieved. There’s a sense.of . . . darkness, a 
pall over Joe, that I want no part of. It’s like a cloud over his 
head.” 

“Tell eventually dissipate. You wait and see. He'll be 
back.” 

“Perhaps. But I don’t think I'll hold my breath until then.” 


The year dragged past Christmas, and Joe had not called or 
written. Jean gave up and decided that the new year of 1973 
would see her forget herself as well as Joe Devereaux. The 
victorious senator had gone from Houston. Now maybe no 
more dusty hope flying up whenever she read of him or heard 
his name, or saw him on TV. But she swore again there 
would be no other lovers. The gamble was not worth the 
pain, for a perpetual loser. 

She took her love for Joe and placed it before the altar of 
petition, where she asked the deity that too seldom ruled her 
castle to exchange the sacrifice for peace. Though it lay 
there long afterward unconsumed, she did gain a state of 
emotional neutrality which she gratefully accepted. 

By the spring Jean had stopped moping and had thrown 
herself into her own reconstruction project. What spare time 
she had from her job she spent as a full-fledged Cub Scout 
leader, garden clubber, church worker—any organization that 
needed funds or someone to work on a community-oriented 
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project found Jean willing and eager. She even had begun to 
ride again in horse shows. 

All was going busily and beautifully throughout the sum- 
mer and autumn—until Neva suddenly toppled over, and 
Jean’s whole world fell along with her, ~ 
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Part Three 





ENDINGS and BEGINNINGS 
1974 


Chapter Fifty-iHine 


Karly in 1974, Jean sat beside Neva, remembering. The past 
that had seemed so turbulent while she’d lived it seemed 
placid compared to the hell she was contending with now. 
She pushed her immediate life aside and wondered about the 
specters from years past. - 

Good Senator Devereaux. What’s he doing. now? Getting 
ready for a new gathering of Congress, probably. Quite a 
famous man—seldom a day when he wasn’t speechmaking 
and newsmaking or press-conferencing with his new team- 
mate, Senator Stanton. 

And Bartel? That relationship had deteriorated to the 
nothingness it had always been, in reality. Andy’s pleas had 
lessened, and their long-distance and written exchanges were 
more and more strictly business. é 

Another year gone. And, except for Neva’s illness, 1973 
had escaped without leaving any noticeable imprint on her 
life. Blessing? Most likely—-but it made difficult the start of 
a new year, even to believe the new year had come, when the 
past one had slipped in and out leaving no signposts to guide 
her. 

Neva stirred and Jean glanced at her. Darling Neva. 
Actually there was only one priority; though she tried to deny 
it with all her will, forcefully it came bursting through the 
protective shield of denial when she glanced over at her 
mother. 
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Of course it happens to others, but now Neva. . . . She 
knows, though she hasn’t been told. It’s in the family. Neva 
had expected it. Would it also come to Jean someday, 
clutching and tearing from within until there was only a 
tatter for a heart? : 

Jean denied that, too, and reviewed her instructions for 
Neva’s care. No excitement. No stairs. Move slow. Eat well. 
Electric wheelchair. Nothing to put a strain on the heart— 
that great heart, that noblest heart. My Darling Neva... « 
my mother ... my everything... 

“Jean?” 

“Ves?” 

*T’s good to open my eyes and find myself home.” 

“Darling, it’s so great to have you back.” 

“Three. months is a long time away.” 

“Takes time for the old ticker to heal. But you’re on the 
mend. We'll take good care of you until it’s got itself back 
on regular time.” 

“You've spent so much time taking care of me; with looking 
after me and your job, you’ve had no life of your own.” 

“The worst is over on the project anyway. Six months and 
it'll all be done. It finally happened—got itself built.” 

“1’m so proud of you.” 

“I’m a little proud of it myself. Are you hungry, Neve? I 
want you to eat, rest, get well for our trip in May.” 

“What is that again? I forget.” 

Jean smiled and took her hand. “I’m to go to Rome for 
the World Housing Conference. And you and I are going 
to England to see your brother, and to France and any- 
where else we want to go. I’ve already got our passports 
and visas in the works.” 

“Tt will be lovely.” 

“Just you and me. But first you’ve got to be strong. What 
would you like for lunch?” - 

“Perhaps a bit of soup.” : 

After lunch Neva slept again and Jean stole out to the 
back garden and sat in the sun. One of Houston’s regular 
winter warm spells currently held sway over the weather. 
Roses would soon be opening, the azaleas would burst out 
any moment now that February was nearly here. The red 
birds made their “pretty boy”. call as they sang and soared 
around the twin feeders the boys had made at Cub Scouts. 

The boys would be Webelos next year. No more den 
mother, Jean thought. It all disappears so quickly it’s hard to 
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believe we ever were at another time. Vicious, relentless time, 
the one conqueror . . . 

The doctors had said, “Six weeks will be a miracle.” 

“T'll take her home. She must be with us when it happens: 
she must be near her family, where she is happiest. I promise 
to. do whatever you say. The downstairs guest room will be set 
up for her oxygen, no exertion at all. I'll get a nurse around 
the clock. Please let me take her home.” 

With a massive coronary . .. Don’t take it so hard, my 
dear. She’s lived a happy life. I know from talking to her 
these past weeks... Take her home, then, Mrs. Iversen. 
Enjoy her company while you can.... 

My father. She'll be with my father after, what, thirty-three 
years? I know it’s coming. I know, but I don’t know. She’s 
always been here, yet any moment she may leave us. 


Winter’s fadeout was complete by mid-February. The 
first few roses and the azaleas appeared, and Neva was 
better,.so Jean no longer feared spending the whole day at 
work. 

On a sun-bright Saturday morning Neva had got well 
enough to be wheeled out to the back court and see for 
herself that the gray had turned green, that the red bud’s 
rose-point lace again wrapped the branches, and the bed of 
tulips burst out with variegated splendor beside daffodils 
swaying in the breeze, 

Jean sat on the bench beside the wheelchair and felt the 
change of spring within. herself. 

“Jean, your gardens have outdone themselves again.” 

“Just for you, my love.” Because you might never see 
another spring, my Mother. . . . Jean shook away the thought 
and held Neva’s hand, 

“When will the boys get back from the movies?” 

“Not too long.” 

“Read the letter from Mary to me again, will you, dear?” 

“Certainly.” Jean took it from her shirt pocket. 


“My dear friend Neva, 

I was so relieved to hear that you're better and are 
home from the hospital. This letter is late in coming 
because we’ve been in Washington visiting Joe since the 
end of January. The weather. was terrible, but we had a 
good time. The baby has grown. I can’t believe she is 
hearly two. Time flies! Clayton had a cold but has shaken 
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it. Joe is fine. He was seldom home a night while we were 
there. This legislative business is something else! We 
went to a couple of parties they have up there—drink, 
drink, drink! (Not us, them!) But we got to meet some 
people we’ve seen in the news, and that was fun. Joe’s 
just been appointed to the Foreign Affairs Committee. 
He works very hard. Our son Bob got a promotion. He’s 
moving up on the state attorney general’s staff. We're 
all proud of him, too. All the others are fine. As I said, 
I’m so proud to know you’re home. The few times I saw 
you in the hospital you weren’t too chipper. Tell Jean 
‘and the twins we love them. Clayton sends his love. 
We'll be coming down for the Fat Stock Show the end 
of February and I’m planning to spend a day with you 
and catch up on old times. Neva, you take care, ’cause 
we love you. Hug Jean and the twins for us. 

Always, 

Mary Devereaux 


“How nice. Same old Mary.” 

“Would you like to dictate an answer?” 

“Yes, I would.” 

“Okay, love. PIl get some paper.” 

Jean went to the desk in the study and opened a 
drawer of stationery, removing a few sheets. She picked up 
a pen, but then set it down and took another letter, already 
read once, from her pocket. Postmarked Houston. Andy knew 
that Neva was sick and he’d not even phoned. .. . 


Dear One, 

I understand you’ve been concerned with Neva’s 
health. Please give her my regards and my wishes for 
a quick recovery. The main office is totally transferred 
to France now, as you know, so this will be a last 
trip “home” for quite some time. Of course I plan to 
come back for the completion ceremonies at the “Proj- 
ect.” 

I would love to see you this trip, but my dearest Jean, 
it would not do anything other than make me think of 
things I’ve no right to hope for, until you are free and 
clear enough in your own mind to come to me. Please 
don’t think me cruel, for I know this will be the only way 
we. could make it. Please write—your letters bring a 
cheerful respite from the grind that grows increasingly 
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with time. At least one of the tons of teports I get in from 
the field is enjoyable! In fact, I have yours delivered to 
my place so that I have something pleasant waiting for 
me when I drag in at night. 
Darling Jean, remember someone who has learned to 
love because of you (I haven't kicked a dog in weeks!). 
Love, 
Andy 


‘Don’t think him cruel! Not “Can I help you in your time of 
need?” Poor Andy, the essence of love.stifl eluded him. 

She stuck the letter back into her pocket and went out to 
Neva, who dozed in the sun. Jean sat beside her until she 
awakened. 

The letter Neva dictated slowly, between deep gulps of air, 
was typical, filled with concern for others rather than for her- 
self. : 


“Dearest Mary, : 

I was so pleased to hear of all the good fortune that 
seems to be holding steady for you and all of yours. As 
for mine, we are all well. I include me because I am much 
improved. We are so looking forward to your visit. Why 
not plan on staying with us while you're in town? We 
have the room and it would do us all good to see you. 
Jean is working too hard as.usual and fussing about me 
like a mother hen. 

She will be riding her Arab in the rodeo parade down- 
town and at the first evening performance. She is also 
Supposed to compete in several divisions of the horse 
show, but she hasn’t been practicing and I’m afraid she'll 
back out. Last year she had begun to compete and to win. 
She has quite a few trophies as evidence of her riding 
skill. But now she won’t leave me long enough to ride. 

The twins are fine. Rambunctious as always, though 
very solicitous of poor Neva lately. They don’t know just 
what’s up but they’re trying very hard to behave. The 
other day I was so amused at them... ” 


When the letter was finished, Jean sat with Neva until the 
afternoon nurse insisted that she could see to Neva’s nap 
without assistance. 

Jean retreated to the study and composed a note to add to 
Neva’s letter. 
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Dear Friends, 2 

Oh, Mary! My heart is broken. I’ve never told you, and 
J never could say it aloud to anyone, but our Neva, oh, 
God, I find I can’t even write it. Mary, please visit her, 
stay with us. Clayton too, of course. It may be your last 
chance, for my darling Neva will not see another ‘spring. 

Excuse the incoherence. I’m finding it difficult to write 
this to you, for I know it will hurt you as much as it has 
devastated me. 

All our lives here center around making her last mo- 
ments pleasant ones. Mary, I need your prayers and sup- 
port now so much. 

Pray for us, for you and Clayton are among the few 
real friends we have. We'll see you soon. 

Love, 
Jean 


She lay down the pen and cried until the twins roused her 
out and she had to ‘dry her tears and put on a smile. 


Chapter Sixty 


Clayton and Mary Devereaux arrived late the day before the 
stock show. Jean got home after dinner and just in time to 
wheel Neva to bed. She returned for a sandwich with her 
guests, who sat back and sipped their coffee. 

“Jean, darlin’, you look so tired and pale. Don’t you think 
she looks pale, Clayton?” 
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“Been workin’ and worryin’ too much, Jean.” 

“TI buy that. But it’s like a Ferris wheel—once it’s started 
you can’t get off.” 

“Neva looks a little better to me, Jean. Her color seems to 
be returning.” 

Jean was silent, but her gaze back seemed to grasp des- 
perately at Mary’s words. Clayton patted her arm. 

' “Worryin’ isn’t going to help, Jean.” 

“How do you stop, Clayton? Tell me how I remove the 
knife that turns and twists inside me every time I think of 
losing her?” 

“I wish I could tell you, honey. I do know this: killing your- 


Self isn’t gonna help Neva.” 


“Oh, it’s the job, too. Inventories are way short on cabinets 
and carpeting. Now that we’re finishing up it’s come out. 
We've had purchasing check up on it, but if they can’t figure 
it out I’m going to have to sit down with the plans and the 
purchase orders and see what I can track down. They're not 
in the warehouse and we can’t determine if they’ve been sent, 
or if a gross miscalculation was made when we presented our 
estimate. It’s a monstrous snafu and no one knows whose 
fault it is.” ‘ 

“Always something, isn’t it?” 

“Always.” 

“Jean, you know, Joe is coming in tomorrow for the 
parade. Did you know that?” 

“Yes. I read about it in the papers.” é 

“Do you think you can get the day off? We could all have 
lunch and then watch you and Joe ride in the grand entrance 
and we could sit together for the rodeo.” 

Jean rubbed her eyes. “Mary, I don’t know. I’m going to 
try. Arab is out there ready for the parade tomorrow. But 
Y'll just have to see how things go in the morning. I may not 
get away in time.” 

“That would be a shame. One of the reasons Joe’s coming 
is to see you.” 

“Really? He hasn’t notified me of that. I thought he was 
coming because he’s grand marshal this year.” 

“Well, that, too.” 

Jean winked at Clayton. “Is our little friend up to her 
old matchmaking ways, Clayton?” . 

He smiled and refilled his cup from the carafe on the 
coffee table. “Kinda looks that way.” 

Mary grinned and sipped her coffee. 
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“Is the baby coming with him? When does he arrive?” 

“Emmie will stay in Washington. He’ll be leaving again 
tomorrow night, you know. He works as long and hard as you 
do, dear. What time is his plane, Clayton?” 

“Six-fifty in the morning. Jean, will you ride out with us? 
We could all have breakfast together.” 

“T might just do that. I'll have to ge in my car, though. I 
have to get to work by eight at the latest to see if there’s 
anything new about the missing cabinets.” 

“What will they know that early?” 

“They're taking inventory all night tonight, and checking 
invoices. Then depending on what they discover, we—I— 
have to decide who’s the culprit and what to do about. it. 
Lord. I have to send a report off to Paris by tomorrow night. 
I’m already late with it. Can’t figure out what to tell Andy. 
‘Dear Sir—thought you’d like to know—we’re missing two 
hundred and fifty cabinet units and a thousand rolls of car- 
peting.’” 

Clayton smiled. As he lit his pipe, he watched her carefully 
and asked, “Jean, how is your friend Andy?” 

She stirred her coffee and avoided looking at him. 

“He’s fine. We correspond regularly. I haven’t seen him in 
person since . . . I guess New Year’s Eve, 1972, at an office 
affair.” 

Jean shrugged and quickly changed the subject. “I’m glad 
you all came down. I can always relax and be myself when 
you're around.” 

Mary and Clayton exchanged glances, but said nothing 
more about Bartel. 


Against her better judgment, Jean drove tothe airport with 
Mary and Clayton, but when she saw Joe her anxious ex- 
pression softened. That beautiful man. There would never 
be another man created as handsome as Joe Devereaux. He 
descended the ramp wearing a gray suit with Western detail- 
ing and silver bolo tie at his throat. He came into the terminal 
carrying a small bag and listening as the attractive little stew- 
ardess flirted with him. He was obviously enjoying it. 

He spied the three of them, tipped his white Stetson to the 
lady and hurried forward. Clayton reached out and ‘shook 
his son’s hand, and Mary slid an arm about his waist. But it 
was Jean he was headed for. 

Joe didn’t realize his father had taken his bag, or that he 
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was staring at Jean. It was an automatic thing to.take her in 
his arms and hold her close. 

“Good morning, pretty lady.” He felt her arms at his back 
holding. tight to him. “I missed you, gal.” 

Jean smiled and backed away, her cheeks glowing. “Sure 
you did.” 

“Joe, we thought we might go have breakfast and watch 
the planes. Jean has to get to work pretty quick.” 

He was disappointed. “I was counting on seeing you most 
of the day today. Can’t you play hooky?” 

“P'm sorry. I have to check in at the office. But I'll probably 
see you in the parade.” 

“Good! I have a luncheon at one and I have to go by my 
office. A few people are coming in this afternoon. But maybe 
you'll have dinner with me?” 

“But you're having dinner with all of us, at my home, and 
we're planning big on the rodeo. The boys are anxious to see 
tte 

“And what’s this I hear about you riding in the grand 
opening?” — 

“Tve been asked to.” : 

“Me too. You riding Arab?” = 

“Of course.” : 

“Don’t know what nag they’ll provide for me.” 

“Bucking bronc, if we’re lucky.” 

He seated her at the table and gave her hair a yank. 
“Rotten old gal, you haven’t changed a bit!” When he was 
seated, he took her hand. “Not a bit. Has she, Daddy? Isn’t 
this still the most beautiful gal in the world?” His dark eyes 
were intent upon her. 

Clayton laughed. “Oh, yeah.” 

“Senator Devereaux, how are you, sir?’ A newsman ap- 
proached. 

Joe stood up and shook the man’s hand. 

“Stevens, Post. Lucky we got here early and spotted you. 
Our information had you coming in on a seven-thirty flight.” 

“I wanted a private homecoming—had old friends to see.” 
He looked at Jean and grinned and received back that 
wondrous happy smile of hers. 

“Could I have a word or two from you, sir?” 

“How about if I meet you downstairs after we eat?” 

“Very good. Can we get some pictures here?” 

“Just a couple.” 
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Jean excused herself and left the table. Joe’s gaze followed 
her curiously. 

When she returned he quizzed her. “Why didn’t you stay? 
Td like to have a picture of you and me.” _, 

“I didn’t belong in your picture. Besides, I had something 
to do.” 

“Okay. I won't pry.” 

While they ate, Joe talked about all that had been happen- 
ing in Washington. Finally, Jean winked at his parents and 
said, “You can tell this old boy’s become a politician, can’t 
you?” : 

“You asked me!” 

“T know—just teasing you!” Her eyes danced. 

He looked up to see a waiter approaching with a small 
cake and one enormous candle. 

“Happy birthday, Senator Devereaux.” 

“But it’s not—” Jean’s hand on his arm arrested him. 
“Why, thank you very much. I appreciate this. That’s a pretty 
cake. Strawberries! I love my strawberries.” When the man 
was gone, he asked, “Whose idea was this?” 

Jean grinned. “Mine. Your birthday is day after tomor- 
row, and I know I might not see you again for another year.” 

“You sweet thing! But you needn’t think you’re going to 
get away with hiding any longer either!” 

“Who’s been hiding? Same old address—you'’re the guy 
who buries himself up there in Washington!” : 

“That’s true. But I’ll be back for a few days at Easter. Can 
I see you then? Take you fishing?” 

“Fishing! You just talked me into it 

“Pll never know whether she wants to see me or go fish- 
ing!” : 

“Fishing, of course!” 

“TJ should have expected that!” He took her hand and 
kissed it. “How about some strawberry shortcake?’ 

“I'd love it. It’s my favorite, but—” She glanced at her 
watch. “Guess I'll have to forego it. It’s seven-thirty. Joe, 
you all go by the house and you can use my car today. 
Baily has the keys.” 

“What will you drive?” 

“Company car.” 

“God, I wish you didn’t have to go, Jean. Promise me 
you'll ride in the parade?” 

“T’Il promise to try about the parade. Call me at the office 
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later, will you? I'll tell the operator to put you straight 
through to wherever I might be.” She stood up. 

Joe got up too and put his arm around her. “It’s so good 
to see you again, Jean. Thanks for remembering my birthday 
+. . and me.” 

She smiled and touched his temple. “It came to my mind 
when I saw the silver in your hair.” ; 

“Trying to tell me I’m getting old?” 

“Just remembering that we both are, I suppose. See you 
later, Joe.” - 

He stood watching her until she was out of sight across 
the terminal. 

“Sit down, Joe. You're staring!” 

He grinned. “She’s still something else, isn’t she?” 

“Yep, sure is.” Clayton looked at Mary. “Your Cupid 
arrows might hit the mark yet, honey.” 

Joe smiled as he lit a cigarette, “They did that a long time 
ago.” 

“Why in the world didn’t you contact her, then?” 

He shrugged. “I guess I went into a sort of retreat the last 
couple of years. Emotionally, that is.” 

“But you’re coming out of it now?” 

He managed a grin. “Right. I’m going to renew old friend- 
ships.” 

“Tl just have some shortcake on that.” 

“Joe, the project will be finished in June. And her contract 
with Bartel runs out in November.” 

“Oh? I guess I'll have to see what I can do about signing 
her up long-term with me.” 

“You serious?” 

“I’ve always been serious about Jean.” 


Joe parked Jean’s car in the garage at six and frowned. to 
see that the white company car wasn’t there yet. Baily an- 
swered the bell. 

“Good evening, sir. Everyone is in the living room, Din- 
ner will be in a few minutes.” 

“Mrs. Iversen be here soon?” 

“No, sir. She rang a while ago, She'll be working until 

very late at the office.” 
. His expectations deflated, Joe barely managed a smile when 
he entered the living room. “Miss Neva! How in the world 
are you? I hear you’ve been under the weather. Looks to me 
like you’re just as pretty as you ever were!” 
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“Joe Devereaux, you old charmer. How are you? You're 
looking fit.” She motioned to the boys. “Karl, Freddie, do 
you remember Senator Devereaux?” 

They shook his hand politely. 

“Sure I remember. How are you, sir?” 

“How are things in Washington? I'd like to hear about it.” 

“You're Freddie?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Hey, I'd like to hear about if you think the Redskins’ll 
get it together this next season!” 

Joe laughed and sat down between the twins. At dinner he 
talked to them, impressed with how they’d grown, and at how 
polished they appeared for under ten and boys to boot. 


In the colorful opening ceremony Joe sat tall, enjoying 
again the feel of an excited horse wheeling and prancing 
beneath him. But he kept searching for Jean, hoping she'd 
show up. 

Later, as he watched the rodeo with several dignitaries 
and their wives, and his family and Jean’s, Joe’s thoughts 
were not on the rodeo but on Jean. It had been over a year 
since he’d even seen her, yet she still had that fire that had 
engulfed him at first sight of her. - 

Jean wasn’t there, so he watched her children, and because 
he was himself a father he could see them in a special light. 
They were beautiful like their mother, well mannered, well 
trained, yet livelier than hell with an impish gleam in their 
identical blue eyes which seemed more intense because of 
the black lashes that surrounded them. He enjoyed being 
with them and drove them home, hoping to catch a glimpse 
of Jean. 

At the house, the twins stifled their noise when they ran 
through the marble’ entry and into Jean’s study. They had 
been well drilled not to bother Neva, who slept at the back 
of the house. Joe was close behind them and saw Jean 
slumped at an enormous desk piled high with papers. She 
was writing something, but when they entered she turned. 
Her rodeo jacket lay across the back of her chair, and Joe 
smiled at the sight of her, lovely as ever he remembered in 
the soft pink sweater and sparkle-studded jeans. 

“You folks are back, eh? Good thing—it’s a school night.” 
She stood and opened her arms to the twins. “Hi, Joe. How 
was the show?” 

“Just fine.” 
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“Come on—TI'll get you some coffee. You two can have 
milk and cake if you promise to go straight up to bed 
without dawdling.” 

“It’s a deal!” } 

“Where would you like your coffee, Joe?” 

“Kitchen’s fine with me.” 

“Where are Mary and Clayton?” 

“Went up to their room a minute, They'll be right down.” 
He sat at the table and had cake and milk with the twins 
while Jean made coffee. 

“Does everyone tell you you have a pretty mother, boys?” 

“Oh, yeah.” 

“All the time.” 

“I reckon Mom is the prettiest gal in the world—for her 
age!” 

“Thank you, Karl. May you walk on rotten eggs in your 
dreams tonight.” 

“Mother, you know Karl is incorrigible.” 

“Tust like his brother?” 

“T keep telling her I’m the good guy, Senator, but she 
won't buy it.” 

“Well, Mr. Fred, if you’re so great, how about you taking 
your brother up and putting him to bed?” 

Karl’s eyes gleamed at the challenge. He scooped the last 
bite of cake into his mouth and gulped the last drop of milk 
before he bounded out of his chair and jumped up to peck 
Jean’s cheek, then raced away and up the back stairs. 

“Beat you, Fred! Goodnight, Senator Devereaux!” 

Freddie was not far behind, but he paused for a more 
stately smack on mother’s cheek. “You be here when we 
get up in the morning, Mom? A note is not as good as you 
being here.” 

“Til be here, darling. Goodnight, you two.” 

“Senator Devereaux? Will you come to see us again soon?” 

“You bet!” 

“Goodnight, sir.” He raced to overtake his brother, who 
had paused on the stairs to wait. 

Jean wiped her sticky face with a dish towel, then poured 
two cups of coffee and put them on the table. . 

“Jean, you’ve got boys you can be proud of there.” 

“Thank you. They are good kids.” 

“Jean, I want to give you fair warning. I’m going to court 
you when I come back in a couple of months. Will you accept 
that?” 
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Her tired eyes twinkled. ‘I'll accept it.” ; 

“Honey, you look exhausted clean to the bone.” 

She sighed and propped her cheek against her hand. “Oh, 
Joseph, I am tired. So tired...” 

“We'll take a week and go off somewhere—anywhere you'd 
like.” 

The sharp look of pain was unmistakable, even though it 
passed quickly. She looked as if he had slapped her. Jean said 
nothing. Her eyes were intent on the coffee in her cup. 

“Jean? What is it?” , 

“{ didn’t leave you witha very good impression of me, did 
I, Joe?” : 

“Why do you say that?” 

“You walked out of my life years ago and now you seem to 
think I'll shack up with you just for the asking. I must say, it 
rather hurts.” 

“Jean, I’m sorry. I’m still so damn impulsive. I still feel the 
same about you as I always did.” His hand closed over hers. 
“I do, Jean. God knows, I still love you, honey. But we'll take 
the kids, my folks, Neva, Emmie. We'll just get reacquainted, 
fish, relax, swim a little—just have a good time, honey.” 

She shrugged and sipped her coffee, pulling her hand free 
to steady the cup. 

“Jean, I'd never insult you. You still haven't forgiven me? 
T was a fool ten times over. But God, Jean, I’ve paid. I’ve done 
my time, honey. I’m just now beginning to get over the trauma 
of Emilie’s death and the guilt that left on my shoulders. Jean, 
I didn’t want to come back to you until I shook that ghost off 
my back.” 

Her voice was gentle as-she looked at him and said, “And 
now you're free and ready for another affair with me?” 

“[’d leap into bed with you anytime! Anyplace! But it’s 
more than that. Always has been. We don’t have to have an 
affair. I just want to be near you, talk to you. . . and if you 
decide you still care for me, I'd like to marry you.” 

Her expression was wide-eyed. “What?” 

“You heard me.” 

“Joe, you haven’t even seen me in more than a year. 
I haven’t received word one from you personally in all that 
time. And now you talk about marriage?” 

“Honey, I tried to explain what I was going through. It 
wouldn’t have been fair to you to have the ghost of Emilie 
between us. But I’ve got myself straight now, I think. Would 
you think about me? Give me a chance?” 
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Jean smiled. “It might be kind of fun, to be courted again 
by the great Devereaux. But, Joe, I’m not the same person 
I was. I’ve found that every time I’ve leaped into the waters 
I’ve landed in quicksand. Needless to say, I haven’t leaped in 


a long time. I’m cynical . . . sad . . . very tired. You may 
not want me now. I’m not the starry-eyed redhead you knew 
once.” 


He touched her cheek and kissed her. “Yes, you are.” 

Jean’s hand found the hair at the back of his neck and she 
returned his kiss. 

“Yes, Jeanie, you’re the same sweet girl I remember.” 

“I wish that were true.” 

He glanced at his watch. “Damn! I’ve got to catch a plane 
in an hour. Will you drive me to the airport? We could talk 
some more.” - 

“Joe, take my car and ieave it there. I'll have someone 
pick up the car tomorrow. I have a long and tedious report 
to finish ‘tonight.” 

“Tt has to be done tonight; huh?” 

“Ves.” 

“I know how that is. I’m often in the same boat. Well, 
honey, you’ve given me hope, which is something I haven’t 
had much of in a long time. Maybe we can build on that.” 

“I would like to think so.” 

“Do I have a chance with you, Jean? To make up for all 
the hell my immaturity caused us both?” 

“I guess there’s always a chance. But as I said, when you 
get to know me better, you may find you don’t want what 
Ive turned into.” 

Joe studied her face. There was something different about 
Jean. She was still beautiful, ageless, but . . . brittle? Not a 
callousness, rather, something fragile had been hit too often 
and one more bump might crumble it. Her. eyes showed a 
deep bewildered hurt. 

“You’ve been very lonely, haven’t you, Jean?” 

“Seldom alone, but yes, I have been lonely.” 

- “Seldom alone but lonely. That’s been my life, too, Jean. 
And I’m tired, too.” . 

“Yes. I noticed.” 

“Mostly, ’'m tired of not having whatever it is you give 
me. You're the only one who ever made me satisfied all the 
way to my soul, Jean. I need you.” 

She leaned back in her chair in an attitude of dejection. 

“Joe, dear, I’m afraid to hope again. Forgive me. Right 
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now my main concern, the only concern, is fear for Neva. 
She means everything to me, Joe. She’s the only one in my 
life who never deserted me, always stood by me, trusted me, 
believed in me, and I never truly realized what she means 
to me, until now.” ss 

He frowned. “I know, hon, and maybe I can help. Re- 
member, I’m just a phone call away.” 

“Then call me. At night, early morning, whenever it’s con- 
venient.” 

“All right. I will, darling ... and Jean, if I don’t call as 
often as I should, please understand it’s because I’m so busy. 
I’m on this Watergate Committee now—you know what a 
mess that’s turning into—and all the other Senate business.” 

“I know you're busy. And I am too, but maybe Ill see 
you in a few weeks. Maybe we'll take that vacation, if Neva 
is still improving.” 

“Good enough, darling. Walk me to the car?” 

His parents came from the living room when Joe walked 
through the entry hall with his arm around Jean. 

“So here’s where you all were. Why didn’t you come have 
coffee with us?” Jean asked. 

Clayton shook his son’s hand and answered Jean. “Won't 
answer that, honey. Joe, you have a safe flight, now. Call us 
before long and let us hear from you.” 

“You're wasting your breath, Clayton, He won't write 
or call. He never does, the stinker! Jean, I have to call him 
to find out if he’s alive or dead.” 

Joe bent and kissed his mother’s cheek. “Bye, little °un. 
Take care of yourself, and Daddy.” 

“{ will, And you take care. Hug Emmie for me.” 

‘In the garage, Joe took Jean in his arms and held her for 
a long time, content to feel her closeness, her warmth, her 
soft hair against his cheek, her body fitting his. “I’ve missed 
you in my life.” 

“Take care of yourself, Senator.” 

His mouth closed over her words. He put all he had into 
that kiss, and as he knew she would Jean responded. 

She whispered afterward into his ear, “You ought to pat- 
ent that kiss, Senator. It would make a million.” 

“TI wish it could win me you.” 

“Call me, Joe?” 
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“E will, darling. I promise. Try to take it easy, will you, 
honey?” 

“All right.” 

- As Joe backed the car out, Jean pulled down the garage 
door, then turned to stare into the car lights, a disbelieving 
frown between her brows, 


Chapter Sixty-One 


Good Friday came on a cloud of dismal gray and a threat 
of rain. Jean stayed home late that morning—even after the 
twins piled into the station wagon and Baily drove them to 
school. Excusing herself, Jean went to call Joe, leaving Neva 
in the sunroom, where light and shadow drifted across the 
room as though a decision had not yet been made whether it 
would be a rainy or a sunny day. 

Three phone calls in six weeks. At least he had called. 
But the last time had been two weeks ago. And he had said 
he would be down sometime around Easter for a week. Jean 


was glad she had not mentioned the spring vacation to any- 


one. Somehow, she knew he wouldn’t come. 


i| Jean felt that she had nothing to give anymore. It was 


all spent and overdrawn at that. Joe would have to find some- 
one else to give him what he needed, if inded he hadn’t al- 

| Teady. 
The voice at his office in Washington sounded busy when 

_ Jean asked if Senator Devereaux was in. 
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“The senator won't be in until Monday: May I take a mes- 
sage? Who shail I tell him called?” 

“This is Jean Iversen in Houston. Could you tell me if 
he’s made arrangements to come to Texas for a week?” 

“Let me check his appointments, but I don’t think’... 
no. As near as I can tell he has a full round of Senate work 
and appointments next week, starting with a press luncheon 
Monday at one.” 

“IT see. Thank you.” 

“Is there any message?” 

“No,.no message.“ Jean set the phone down and lay back 
on the unmade bed. Thank God, old girl, you told no one 
he might come down. I wonder if I would have gone to bed 
with him if he had come? Never have had any resistance 
when it comes to Joe Devereaux. Fool! 

Jean stood up and straightened her clothes. Well, late to 
work. But what the hell. Been early more than a few times. 

“Neva, what do you think: about this weather? What’s it 
going to do?” She sat beside Neva’s wheelchair and took her 
hand. 

“T don’t know, dear. Can’t seem to make up its mind, eh?” 

“How do you feel today?” 

“Happy. Spring always makes me happy. But I’m a little 
tired.” 

“Have you had enough breakfast? You haven’t eaten 
much, little bird. Would you like to lie down for a while?” 

“Yes. But not now. The nurse can take me in later. I want 
to be with you until you leave.” 

“Of course, dear. The cantaloupes were delicious, weren’t 
they?” 

“Marvelous.” Neva sighed and surveyed the sunroom and: 
its flowers. Her gaze finally rested on her daughter. “I love 
you, my dear.” 

Jean’s face brightened. She squeezed Neva’s hand. “TI love 
you, Mother, so very, very much.” Her hand touched the 
pale cheek. 

“It’s Good Friday, isn’t it?” 

“Yes, darling. Easter’s such a lovely time of year.” 

“Raster—a time of hope—remember that, Jean, the prom- 
ise of Easter.” J , 

“I will, darling. I always have.” 

“Yes, you've felt so many things. You're a rare jewel, 
and I’ve been privileged to know you’re mine.” 
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Jean’s eyes filled with tears, and to hide them she slipped 
to her knees and tucked the blanket around Neva’s legs. 

“You’ve made my life beautiful, Jean, to see ‘you grow, to 
see you fulfill the promise of that special child of wide quest- 
ing dreams. Jean, remember spring, the renewal of life. Spring 
always comes, no matter how stark the winter, and after it 
comes the full-blown beauty of the summer rose, or the sum- 
mer child. You're just entering your summer, Jean. Be 
happy.” 

“I am happy, darling, because of you.” She looked at her 
mother’s gentle face, and suddenly her eyes filled with an in- 
tuitive fear. The knowledge had come, the magical connec- 
tion was touched again, and Jean knew. She shook away the 
precognition with a violent jerking of the head as she hugged 
Neva. “I love you so, Neva!” 

‘I'm tired, Jean.” 

Then, with an instantaneous clarity Jean saw more than 
death. She saw Neva’s chance for something other than sacri- 
fice; her opportunity for another springtime with loved ones; 
her renewal, which lay just the other side of sleep. Silently 
Jean kissed Neva’s cheek and looked into the clear pale eyes. 
“When?” 

“Soon.” 

“T don’t think I can go through it, Neva! It will be hell.” 

“And that would be a poor place to stop, then,” Neva 
said. 

They sounded a gentle laugh between them. 

“Now you’ve got work to do, dear. Better get on.” 

Jean stood up and wiped her eyes. “Right. I'll be home 
early this afternoon, Neve. I love you.” 

It cheered Jean as she walked through the door to remem- 
ber the sweet smile her words had brought to Neva’s face. 
Neva’s reply, “And I love you, darling,” played softly about 
her ears all the way to the office. 

Jean couldn’t remember. the silly joke she had. been laugh- 
ing about when the phone rang. All she could remember was 
the face in the mirror on the opposite wall staring back at 
her in disbelief. The laughter suddenly stopped, and those 
around the office grew somber at the instant change in her 
face. 

As she fiew through the house to Neva’s room, Baily, wait- 
ing for her, caught her by the shoulders firmly. It was a fa- 
miliarity which only the most desperate circumstances could 
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have evoked from him. “Madam...” His eyes faltered from 
hers. “Madam, I’m sorry.” i 

Horror flashed across her eyes. “No!” She threw off his 
gfasp, screaming, “No! No!” as she ran into Neva’s room 
and fell onto her knees beside the bed. 


Dogwoods bloomed and the air was filled with the happy 

sounds of spring. The enormous oak in the valley loomed 
larger than ever as the procession walked by in a herd over 
the uneven ground. 
' Jean walked like a zombie, automatically holding the two 
small hands that clung to hers. She had been aware, vaguely, 
of the flood of friends both here and in Houston who had 
been so kind. All she remembered was a hazy mixture of 
voices, hushed and softly modulated, though the names had 
long since slipped from her memory, if they had ever lodged 
there. She had made most of the arrangements—some sub- 
conscious power had carried her through all that—but her 
conscious mind dwelt on three words: my mother’s gone. 

She had managed everything with a calm stately hand, her 
voice a quiet monotone, though the glazed covering never 
left her eyes. The children, too, seemed to be enveloped in 
a calm acceptance. But while Jean spoke lovely words about 
life and God and eternity that dispelled the children’s gloom, 
her own sorrow wasn’t lifted. 

The mumbled words of the service under the dogwood 
tree didn’t penetrate. As the last words of the Lord’s Prayer 
echoed through the still sunny afternoon, Jean stood motion- 
less, staring at the soft blue-gray casket half hidden by a 
bouquet of flowers, some of which had been picked by the 
children from her long-neglected gardens. She was unaware 
of the slight shuffling of feet as the mourners waited for her 
to lead them away. Still she stood immobile. 

At her husband’s glance, Mary Devereaux gently pried 
the children’s hands from Jean’s and led the procession up the 
hill-to the cars. 

One twin glanced back to see his mother. standing over the 
flowers. Several of the men, standing opposite her at the 
gravesite, waited. The twin turned his anxious face toward 
Mary Devereaux; her tender reassuring smile helped him to 
join his brother and march up the hill to the car. 

A small red-faced man stepped forward and spoke to Jean 
in a kind voice. “Mrs. Iversen, would you like one last 
goodbye?” 
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_ The bowed head nodded. With the sunlight playing through 

the newly formed leaves Jean lifted her sunglasses to her 
forehead and bent to kiss the smooth silver-framed face, and 
her black-gloved hand softly patted the peaceful cheek. Neva’s 
was the first face she remembered, though the hair then had 
been ginger with just a few strands of silver to glint in the 
sun, even as they glinted now. The eyes had been a quick- 
silver blue, while the mouth, now serene, had so often been 
contorted by many different emotions as she’d brought up 
Jean from a bewildered childhood. Now, that love was still. 

When Jean’s eyes lifted, they were met by two pairs of 
shocked brown ones. Joe had never seen such a paradox be- 
tween the living and the dead. The face so quiet in the coffin 
was as one asleep, while the one staring across from him was 
pale as death. 

The countenance revealed by the lifted glasses was white, 
a ghostly unnatural white, and all that could be seen in that 
face were the eyes—sunken stones of grayish-blue. The mouth 
was held firm, as if it hadn’t moved in days, and it was 
obvious that behind those blue-beige lips the teeth were tightly 
clenched. The glasses slipped down from her forehead, bring- 
ing with them a lock of hair that fluttered about her face. 

When Jean turned to leave, Joe noticed that her shoulders 
slumped. Those proud wide shoulders that before were always 
so straight. Her foot stumbled and Joe and his father leaped 
to grab her, both startled, as they each took a strong hold on 
her arms, to find her trembling. She had appeared to be made 
of white granite. 

All that Jean was aware of were two strong hands sending 
warmth through the gloves to her own-icy-cold ones. She did 
not feel the heat of the Texas sun on the black garments, 
Nor was she consciously aware of Mrs. Devereaux hugging 
her as they entered the house, and then drawing back at 
the chill, horrified. She looked into her husband’s eyes; then, 
turning hurriedly, she scurried toward the kitchen to keep the 
children from seeing their mother. 

Joe led Jean to a chair in the study and gently removed 
her glasses, then her gloves, while his father stood by. 

Jean sat unseeing on the chair’s edge where she had been 
placed. : 

“Jean? Jean? Snap out of it, honey. Snap out of it!” His 
voice was a drone against her deadened eardrums. 
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Suddenly a loud noise pierced the fog and she heard a voice 
in her ears. 

“Neva’s dead, Jean! Cry! For God’s sake, baby, cry!” 

Her head jerked up and for the first time she saw the two 
men, Joe kneeling in front of her, holding her hands, and 
Clayton Devereaux looking dumbfounded at his son. 

His words began to thunder and echo through her mind— 
“Neva’s dead!” The voice grew louder each time it rever- 
berated through the hollow chambers of her memory until her 
head burst with the sound and she heard her own voice 
screaming, “My God! Neva’s dead! Oh my God! Neva’s 
dead!” 

She heard the door slam shut quickly, and her voice was 
smothered into the dark woolly fabric that smelled of after- 
shave and cigarettes. Strong arms held her close until she felt 
the screaming in her ears subside as it poured out in floods 
onto the warm prickly shoulder. 

As she collapsed, Joe could almost feel the marble melt 
into flesh again. Her body shook, and he was strangely re- 
minded of another time he had held her while she cried out 
her heart. But it had been nothing to this. Still, that memory 
stirred him very much, and he closed his eyes and cradled 
her. “It’s all right, baby, it’s all right. I’m here. ’m going to 
take care of you.” ; 

It was well after dark before the sounds of visitors had 
died away and the house was quiet. The children had been 
put to bed by the Bailys, and the couple had taken the room 
across the hal! to be close. 

As Jean lay in her big bed and felt the soft fabric of her 
gown agaist her body, and the silky sheets over her arms, 
she remembered everything clearly. It didn’t hurt so badly now. 
It was just empty ... empty . . . empty. It was as if she 
were lying in bed knowing her leg had been amputated. The 
first shock was over and calm acceptance was upon her. Still, 
the missing leg ached. Neva had been a leg to her—maybe 
both legs. How clearly she could think now! But it was times 
such as these that she wanted Neva most, and she knew it 
would always be so, whenever she had a problem and needed 
someone to talk to, someone to kiss it and make it all better. 

Please, God. Please help me. I’m nothing without her. 
Oh, Neva, my darling, I'll try to make you proud of me. 
When I see you again I want to say, I did get by, Neve . . . 
on my own . . . and you'll be proud of me . . . you'll smile 
at me and tell me you’re proud. 
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Her thoughts trailed away, and the first sleep she had 
known in days fel! heavily upon her as the silent tears 
dampened her pillow. 

Jean awakened early to a misty morning. Like most spring 
mornings in East Texas, it was heavy and muggy and filled 
with the perfume of flowers and the songs of birds. The 
vacuum Neva had left did not go with sleep and come with 
the dawn as had the loss of Karl. Neva’s death was with her 
all the time. Even when she’d just. awakened there was no 
new shock of realization. 

Thoughts of Joe also kept crowding in, bringing in a harsh 
glare to clash with the black of her consciousness, and she 
wanted Neva desperately. 

Jean got out of bed, dressed, put on the dark velvet cape 
over her shoulders and drove to the cemetery. Slowly she 
made her way down the hill while the stillness of the morning 
sustained her in a quiet lulling trance, and soft woodsy stir- 
rings cracked almost imperceptibly around her. She knelt for 
a long time beside the flower-shrouded mound and painfully 
dissected her soul, cutting out old ties, trying to leave the child 
of nightmarish fantasies there. : 

Gradually her head lifted to the whispering leaves that 
offered companionship, and beyond, to the glow that prismed 
on the clouds in pink and palest gold against the gray-blue 
sky. As a flower opens to the sun, she raised herself tall 
before the open sky. Halfway up the hill, she turned and said 
her two goodbyes just as the new sun leaped on the polished: 
white stones. Her cloak, fluttering in the gently rising breeze, 
bared its turquoise soul to the sun. 
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Chapter Sixty-Two 


Back at the house Jean Jet herself in quietly and went to 
Neva’s room at the rear of the house. She sat on the bed, 
thinking, remembering. Neva’s old sewing machine sat beside 
a window, its drawers still stuffed full of scraps of cloth 
salvaged from years of sewing. Someday Neva would have 
made a quilt of those bits and pieces of the past, just as she 
had made the quilted coverlet on the bed. Jean’s hand passed 
over it reverently, feeling the smoothness of the fabrics be- 
neath her palm. 

On the dresser in the midst of a snowy crocheted. doily 
sat a little chest which Jean remembered from childhood but 
which she’d never been allowed to touch. She searched in he 
button jar for the key and opened the enameled box. Inside 
was a small velvet case with an engagement ring—a lovely 
_ diamond in an old-fashioned lacy setting of filagreed gold. 

Jean put the ring on her right band, where it would always 
Stay. ; “3 , 
There was a small packet of letters tied in a faded pink 
ribbon. Someday, when her eyes had cleared and her heart 
had firmed, Jean would read them. She paused curiously over 
a poem: It was dated in May of 1970, just before they had 
all moved down to Houston. The fact that it was in this 
box meant that it had been important to Neva. Jean read: 
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A fairy myth usurps the mind; we even call it life. 

Within this misty city-state we build our. baseless dreams. 

Here, Everyman is Prince-at-heart; Eachwoman Cinderella. 

Yet in this man lurks a shadow beast whose queen is but his 
wishes... ~ , 

And unperceived above it all is an irradiating Heat 

Which dispells the mists and upholds within its rays 

Against the day when all will wake awash in silver learning; 

And see ourselves as we are seen, as children of the Morning. 


The poem mystified Jean. What was it dear Neva was 
commenting on as they all had prepared to follow Jean’s 
quest to the misty city-state of Houston, those long years ago? 
Jean only knew that if she had to feel another pain, another 
bittersweet memory, her heart would evaporate and she would 
be a hollow thing with no more essence, and.no substance, 
Her blurred vision caught a picture in the box—a print of 
the same photo grandmother had had over the mantel, and 
a birth certificate, which brought all the years of Neva’s 
devotion together before-her in one symbolic piece of paper. 
Jean closed the little treasure chest and locked it, then hugged 
it to her breast as she cried brokenly. 

Ob, Neva. I love you. I need you so. I don’t think I can 
do it. I really can’t go on, alone. I’ve lost everyone I’ve ever 
leaned upon, and I can’t make it by myself..Why do I always 
lose, God? Why? I-lost my Neva, my Karl. And my darling 
Joe. Two years he’s been alone, God. He doesn’t want me. 
I even lost faithful Andy Bartel. He’s alone now, too. Strug- 
gling to overcome himself, just as I’ve got to do. Her grasp 
on the: box loosened and she whispered aloud, “Neva, I’m 
afraid of life, without you.” 

There was a sound in the kitchen, and she went in to 
find Mrs. Baily laying strips of bacon in the pan. Her 
-cherubic face was swollen with crying, and she looked guilty 
to see Jean. Without thinking she raised her apron to dab her 
eyes. 

“Oh, Miss Jean. Good morning. How ... ” Her voice 
trailed and she cried into the apron. 

Jean patted her a moment before going through the house 
to find Baily, who was coming down the stairs. They met at 
the bottom step. 

“Have you been up long, madam?” 

“I was about to ask you the same, Baily.” 
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“Yes. I’m afraid there was little rest last night. Much 
thinking to do. Much reconciling.” 

“Baily? Are you all right?” 

“I’m fine, madam.” 

“Baily, I’d like to talk with you a moment, if you have 
time.” 

“Certainly, madam.” 

“J want to express my deepest gratitude to you and Mrs. 
Baily for all the time devoted to us, especially. since last 
Friday. Your help, your understanding. Baily, I couldn’t have 
made it without you two. I want you to know that I consider 
you all part of the family. I hope you'll continue with us. 
We need your comfort and presence more now than we ever 
did.” 

“Thank you, madam. I’m certain it must be evident 
to you how important your family have become to us. We 
will continue in your service as long as you see fit to have us.” 

“That will be forever, my friend.” 

“Very good, madam. The children are up, and breakfast 
will be served in the kitchen’s dining area.” 

“Thank you. And Baily, I would like to go back to Houston 
as soon as possible, this morning.” 

“Bes pardon, but I thought . . . shouldn’t you rest a bit, 
here in the country where it’s peaceful? Give yourself a 
chance to get used to this?” 

‘I’ve accepted it. I don’t expect I'll ever get used to it. 
I pray she’s happy, with my father. Did you know him, 
Baily?” . 

“Yes. He was a handsome, brilliant gentleman who loved 
Miss Neva dearly. And I, too, pray they are together at last.” 

.“Those words mean so much to me.” 

“Madam, please permit me to say that you do need to get 
away from your work. I am concerned that you will add this 
burden of grief to the load you carry at your office. Mrs. 
Iversen, we all have limits. Think of the children. You must 
find your peace again.” 

“Sometimes work helps, Baily.” 

“Madam, I’ve seen you come in night after night, weary 
to the very bones. And then the other things you take on, 
and the hours you sacrifice to be both parents to the children 
when you should be resting. You cannot be all things to all 
people, madam. And if you don’t think of your health...” 
he paused significantly. “Would you consider still taking 
the trip to the Continent you were going to take?” 
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“T couldn’t now. I couldn’t leave the children. Neva meant 
as much to them as she did to me.” 

“They'll be in school, madam. When that’s out they can 
join you in Europe. They are old enough for their first Con- 
tinental tour. After all, that is part of every gentleman’s educa- 
tion, madam.” 

“I suppose that’s true.” 

“And you would have a month to relax, to see the Old 
World and find a sense of continuity for yourself. There’s no 
place like Europe for that.” 

“Til think about it.” 


The next morning at breakfast Baily set a cup of tea in 
front of Jean as they waited for the children to come down. 

“Madam, may I speak. frankly?” She nodded and he con- 
tinued. “Madam, you look ghastly. You've cried all night 
again, haven’t you?” 

“Yes. I can’t seem to get myself together. It’s four days 
now, and IJ still can’t seem to bring myself under control,” 

“Have you thought any more about the trip abroad?” 

“Am I really that bad off, Baily?” ; 

“If you'll forgive my saying so, yes. I feel you need to 
give yourself a chance to mend.” 

“I'd love to get away. And I am anxious to attend the 
Rome conference. But the boys need me.” 

“Madam, they need a whole mother.” 

“Well, yes, but—” 

“Madam, it grieves me to say this, but your family has a 
history of heart disorders.’ Miss Neva lived longer than any 
of Sir James’s line ever did. Her father died at fifty. Her 
brother is sixty and quite ill. If you don’t gather your strength 
I'm afraid you'll suffer from that same disorder. It seems the 
ee hearts most full of devotion are the ones that falter 

Stee 

Jean smiled. “Baily, tell me. What should I teally do?” 

“Get well, madam, for your great sadness is a burden to 
your heart. And the gardens of Europe are glorious in May. 
Do you have a visa for the Netherlands, madam?” 

“Yes. We'd decided to tour all of Europe. Of course, Neva 
and I both knew it wouldn’t come off. Just a dream.” Her 
eyes clouded. 

“Oh, madam, you should see the fields abloom there. 
For miles it’s color—tulips and daffydils and other things 
blooming like a grand patchwork.” 
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“T’ve seen pictures.” 

“Pictures hold no candle, madam. And in France, 
Josephine’s rose gardens. You won’t want to miss that. 
Many of the old roses only bloom once, in late April and 
early May.” 

A peaceful expression came over her face. “You know 
my weakness.” 

“It’s the mark of a beautiful soul,-madam. Miss Neva. had 
it, too.” 

She sighed. “I would like to go to France first, before 
the old roses stop blooming. Then to Holland. Maybe by 
car, to see the countryside. After I fly to Rome for the con- 
ference. ’'m scheduled to speak there, and I haven’t canceled. 
I'd have to write a speech for that. I have a good friend in 
Paris. . . . ” She paused. “Baily, we haven’t heard from 
Senator Devereaux, have we?” 

“As a matter of fact, madam, he did call.” 

“When?” 

“Last afternoon. But we’d just arrived back in Houston and 
you were out in the garden with the children. And I knew 
you didn’t want to be disturbed.” 

“But I would have talked to him!” 

“I’m sorry, madam. He did say that he regretted that 
you weren’t available to speak to him on the phone. He would 
have come by, I think, but I discouraged that.” 

“But Baily, you should have—” 

“Madam, you gave instructions to—” 

“JT know, but—” : 

“The senator asked me to tell you that he was on his way 
to the airport and wanted to speak with you, but since that 
was not possible he would write to you—a nice long letter.” 

“A nice long letter,” she repeated’ somewhat: cynically. 

They were interrupted by the boys coming in with Mrs. 
Baily. They kissed their mother, looking closely at her to 
see how she was. At breakfast she talked with them about the 
trip she was going to make. There was much excitement at 
the news that they would meet their mother in England 
when school was out, and that they’d all have a glorious 
vacation together. 


480 





Chapter Sixty- Three 


“Will Madam Karl Iversen please report to the information 
desk? Madam Karl Iversen, please report to the informa- 
tion desk.” The page was in English. Jean frowned and 
shifted her white shoulder purse to the other arm. She had 
just gone through customs. Now what? 

“Madam Iversen? We have a message for you. If you 
would please go through those doors and down the hall to 
the VIP lounge. Someone is waiting for you.” 

“Really? Who in the world . . . Thank you.” She turned 
to the porter with her bags. “Could you wait here for me?” 

“Oui, madame.” 

She entered the plush lounge, and several people looked up 
at the tall American, but no one spoke to her. It must have 
been a mistake. Again, she looked carefully around the 
room, then turned to leave, but she bumped into someone 
standing immediately behind her, 

“Oh! Pm sorry!” 

“It’s all right, Jean.” 

“Andy!” She turned around quickly. “Andy! ‘You 
stinker! I should have known! How did you know I was 
coming?” 

“The all-knowing Bartel.” 

“But of course!” r 

He looked her over carefully. “Still the most devastating 
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female in the world. But you’re thin. And tired. You 
haven’t been well?” 

“Neva’s death hit me very hard, Andy.” 

*~ know. I’m sorry I didn’t come to you, Jean, but 
I couldn’t.” 

“The flowers you sent were lovely. And I know how 
busy you are.” 

“But when I heard you were coming to France ... Jean, 
dear, I have missed you so.” He put his arms around her, 
and Jean laid her head against his shoulder. 

“Oh, Andy, it’s so good to see you. I didn’t realize 
how much I’ve missed you.’ 

“Well, it’s been a long time since I've been body to 
body with you.” 

“Hm. Strange way of phrasing it, but it is ridiculous 
that two old friends like us can’t see each other... or 
be together.” 

He didn’t see the need of mentioning that though he 
hadn’t been with her, his people sent reports and films of 
her every move. 

Andy appeared at least ten years older than his forty-two 
years, Jean decided. His face was ravaged by long hours of 
pushing himself beyond endurance with the amphetamines— 
or worse. 

Bartel held her arm. “I took the liberty of placing you in 
my hotel—next floor, of course.” 

“IT suppose itll be all right. Pll call and cancel my reser- 
vation at the other hotel. It will be nice to be near someone 
I know. I feel so strange here. Have you completed your 
new offices? I’ve heard they were nearly ready.” 

“They are. We'll drive past. One day Til give you a tour.” 
The car they entered was white with the gold Bartel crest on 
the door. While the chauffeur piled her bags in the trunk, they 
chatted. 

“Why did you come to Paris first? The conference doesn’t 
start until Wednesday.” 

“I wanted to see the roses at Malmaison. I understand 
they’re at the height of their bloom right now.” 

He looked away. “Of course. I should have known it. would 
have to do with roses!” 

She smoothed it over by pretending ignorance. “Are you 
engaged, Andy. Or in any way entangled? It’s been so long 
since I’ve seen you.” 
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“Don’t you think I’'d have told you, foolish girl? I write you 
faithfully once a month.” 

“I know. I enjoy your letters so much.” 

“And I enjoy yours. I have them sent to my hotel so they'll 
be waiting when I get home. Somewhat like having you wait- 
ing for me. But the one that began ‘Dear Sir—this is to inform 
you that we are missing two hundred and fifty cabinet units 
and a thousand rolls of carpeting’—that was the classic!” 

“The situation wasn’t funny!” 

“And they’d been stored in another warehouse, eh?” 

“Ridiculous, isn’t it.” ; : 

“Your specialty, my dear.” 

Jean leaned back and smiled as he took her hand. “How 
have you been, Andy?” ¥ 

“Couldn’t be better, But you—going to have to fatten you 
up. You look like a stray cat.” 

“Flattery! How kind!” 

“I can’t believe you're really here.” He laughed, and she 
saw a touch of the old humor in his eyes. He gave the driver 
instructions to go past the new building. When they came to 
the ABC skyscraper, Andy moved close to Jean and pointed 
out some of its interesting architectural features. 

Then he asked, “Would you like to have lunch? Rest? Go 
to Malmaison? And in what order?” 

“I can rest anytime. But how about your time? Can you get 
away?” 

“My time is yours.” 

“Could we go to Malmaison now?” 

“Sure you’re not hungry?” 

“Well, yes, I guess I am. Andy, could we eat at a sidewalk 
café?” 

He smiled at her enthusiasm. “Of course, darling.” He spoke 
to the driver and leaned back. “Jean and Paris in the spring. 
What more could a man ask?” 

Almost shyly they looked into each other’s eyes for the first 
time. Up to that point they had only glanced at each other. 
Now they both questioned. He saw enough to lean forward 
and touch her lips with his. 

“Jean?” His hand held her cheek in his cupped palm, his 
fingers moving into her hair. Andy remembered how that had 
been like turning on a switch, and it worked again. Jean’s lips 
slid between his, her hand went to the back of his head. His 
arms enfolded her then, and he found his love for Jean had 
not waned, and her passion had not diminished either, 
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‘From her response in his arms he guessed that it was true, 
what his people had reported—there hadn’t been another man 
in her bed. since that day—the last time he’d touched her, 
when he had raped her two and half years before. 

“Mm, Jeanie . . . this is good . . . so good.” He nuzzied 
her ear. “Have you forgiven me?” - 

She pulled away. “I don’t know.” 

“Have you thought about it much?” 

“Not in a long time. It still bothers me, I guess. Though I 
don’t know why, really. It wasn’t that big a deal. I mean, it 
just confuses me ... the things it brings up. The issues, 
individual rights. . . . Can we change the subject?” 

“Yes. I mean, I’m sorry I mentioned it.” 

He grinned as she slapped at his arm. 

“Ah. Here we are. I thought you'd like this place. Charm- 
ing, isn’t it? The wrought iron reminds one of New Orleans.” 

A sidewalk café, a garden of classic old roses, the palace 
of a displaced empress. Their day was an idyll. Together Bar- 
tel and Jean were able to detach themselves and let the griefs 
and pressures slide into a gloom which could not touch their 
sunlit day. They laughed, they joked, they hugged and talked 
of happy things. Both felt newborn, and bubbled over like 
champagne from the sheer joy of it. 

As evening came it only served to mellow the shining aura 
into an amber glow. They walked the streets of Paris as 
though they’d just come home to it after a long journey. These 
two, the master builders, had built up a world for themselves, 
and neither cared if this was make-believe. It was still a better 
one than they’d just left. Their evening ended at the door to 
her suite, where Andy kissed Jean’s hand and said simply, 
“Thank God you’ve come.” 

Jean went out onto her balcony in an effort to hang onto 
the glow for a while longer; the lights of Paris were magnifi-. 
cent, and that, with the intense relief she felt, the sudden free- 
dom from her life’s constant harassment, brought a surge of 
emotion. She found herself thanking God that the burden had 
been lifted, if just for a little while. ; 

There came a feeling that she was being observed. Jean 
looked up and saw Andy on the balcony above and to the 
right. He stood with hands in pockets looking down at her. 
The light from inside his apartment was not on, so she 
couldn’t see his face, but when he realized she’d seen him he 
did a strange thing. He extended his hands to her in an almost 
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pleading open-palmed way. They looked at each other like 
that for some time until Jean found her own palms lift to him. 

He was waiting for her with the door open, the suite still 
dark. Jean was sure that she was not the only one who cried 
as they clung to one another, nor were hers the only tears as 
they tenderly, beautifully shared the night. 

At dawn Andy left her sleeping and unaware of the sweet 
smile and gentle kiss he gave her before he went to that 
eighteen-hour day. 

Jean and a candlelit meal awaited him that evening, and the 
next evening . . . and the next. ... 


Chapter Sixty-Four 


On Tuesday, Andy let himself into Jean’s suite. He was 
back from work earlier than usual. French love songs played 
softly on the radio. The baicony doors were open, and he saw 
Jean sitting outside at the table, her knees up to her chin. Her 
head rested on her knees, papers in one hand and papers 
spread across the table, and a pen in the other hand tapped 
impatiently at the wrought iron as she muttered to herself. 
He leaned against the door and watched her, amused. How 
could one so lovely appear so comical? Charming though she 
was in the white slacks and print silk shirt, it was obvious that 
she wasn’t expecting him early. Her hair was piled atop her 
head, but several curls willfully defied her helter-skelter pins 
and tumbled around her face and neck. It shone like satin in 


the late-afternoon sunlight. 
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In the few days that she had been in Paris, Jean had ad- 
justed quite well to his late hours. Of course, she was used to 
being alone to pursue her career, and he wondered if she 
would be happy without it. He could plan an American-style 
‘housing project that would keep her occupied here, if neces- 
sary. oe 
He turned to go back to change for dinner. 

“Where are you going, Bartel?” 

He turned with a grin, but she was still intent upon her 
work. 

“You heard me?” 

“Sounded like an ox.” 

He sat down across from her. “Have you got your speech 
written?” 

She winced and put her feet down onto the tile, gathering 
her papers. “Would you listen to it? I’m so nervous. The most 
important authorities in the world will be there. Why'd they 
pick me as one of the U.S. reps?” 

_ “Ag you say, darling. Only the best.” 

Jean smiled and puckered her lips into a kiss. “Love you! 
Glad to see you home. Gee, you look great in daylight!” 

He snorted and grinned and reached across for her hand. 
“T can’t stand to see you go. You were right that time you said 
I'd like to put you in a cage. I’ve enjoyed these few days, 
knowing you’d be here when I got home, knowing you were 
just a phone call away.” 

“Me too, though I can’t believe the hours you work. How 
do you keep it up, Bartel?” 

“Think you can put up with it?” 

“As long as it’s not another woman, though that might be 
easier to combat, ’cause I can’t scratch out the eyes of ABC.” 
She was grinning. “But I wish you could go with me to Rome 
tomorrow. I’m scared.” 

“You don’t need me: This is your moment. And if we're to 
have time together before the twins get here, J must work- 
work-work! Unlike some people, I don’t have an understand- 
ing employer. I have to try to get things rounded out if we're 
to have any time together.” 

“Where are we going?” 

“Any suggestions?” 

“South of France!” : 

“Good enough.” He stood up. “Get you a drink, Jean? 
Ginger ale?” 

“On the rocks! Live it up, I say!” 
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“Since I'l have to endure a week without you, what would 
you like to do tonight? Anything you Say.” 

A playful gleam came into her eyes, and her brows lifted 
as she got up and whispered into his ear. “I want to take you 
inside, take your clothes off you, put you in that marvelous 
big marble tub and wash your back, and then I’m going to get 
in the tub with you and sit.on your lap and kiss you and soap 
you and—” 

“Can I reciprocate, Jean?” 

“Anything you say. I don’t want you to forget me, you see.” 

“You do have that to worry about, don’t you!” 

“Then we'll have dinner up here and—” : 

“To hell with dinner! I want my bath!” He took her hand 
and pulled her gently toward the bedroom. : 

The scene was played to a finale on the bed, where the com- 
forter got wet and soapy after they’d removed themselves drip- 
ping from the tub. 

For a while they lay together, wrapped in the down com- 
forter, in a satisfied euphoria. 

“My dear Jean, if sex with you gets any better I’ll probably 
die any day now from sheer joy.” 

She giggled and rocked him in her arms. “Shut up or I'll do 
it to you again!” 

_ “I might let you, but I’m afraid you might find it rather a 
challenge. Perhaps if you’d feed the poor old man?” 

“Yes. I must feed the poor old man. What’s he hungry for?” 

“Your favorite—steak and baked potato.” 

“Yum! I say!” 

As he reached over her to the phone, she tongued his ear, 
Andy playfully slapped her away. “Glutton! Get hold of your- 
self! Too much isn’t good for you!” 

She giggled and slid away. “Okay! If you’re going to ration 
me!” Wrapped in a towel, she left him and went into her bath- 
room across the hall. . 

He watched her go before he dialed, then he lay back with 
his eyes shut and a contented smile on his face. 


During the week that Jean was in Rome, Andrew Bartel 
flew to Saudi Arabia, Iran and Switzerland and made no eX- 
planations to others about why the trips were early. He held 
the secret of Jean inside himself. It was all too new, too un- 
real, to share. ; 

While in the air, he worked feverishly, and in his rooms on 
the ground—when he was not conferring with high officials. 

487 


In that tumultuous five-day period he slept in two-hour cat- 
naps at odd intervals, swallowing amphetamines to keep him- 
self alert. Ten employees who accompanied him were kept 
working at a maddening pace, and it appeared that the man 
held his impossible empire together by personal contact and 
iron will. 

When he got back to Paris, Sunday, Andy’s hands shook, 
his eyes stared and he couldn’t sleep at all. He was belligerent 
and: impossible to please, and goddammit, he wanted Jean 
there! He walked the floor from the time his plane arrived at 
four until the next morning at six, when he showered, yawned, 
and took another handful of pills to keep himself awake. 

Andy wasn’t home when Jean got back late Monday night. 
She unpacked and went to his suite to. find something to use 
to make a sandwich. Her feet were propped up and she was 
trying to make sense of French television when he came in. 

She called out, “Hello! You didn’t expect me, did you?” 
She jumped up and came to meet him in the vestibule. 

He only smiled slightly and touched her cheek. 

“Andy! What’s wrong!” 

“Been working too hard. Glad you're back.” 

“Come sit down!” 

Instead he went into his bedroom and fell down on the bed. 

“Oh, Jean, I feel like hell!” 

“Let me help you undress!” She did it quickly and got him 
between the sheets. “Have you any idea what’s wrong with 
you, Andy?” 

“Just tired—” 

“But your eyes .. . you look wild. Oh, God in Heaven! 
Those stupid pills! Andy, please promise me you'll get off 
them once and for all, cold turkey! I'll help you! Stay with 
you every minute!” 

He stared at the ceiling. “My body feels dead, yet my mind 
won't stop racing. My guts ... cramps... I can feel it 
coming on.” He rolled himself into a ball and groaned. 

“Do you need a doctor?” 

“No, it'll just take time for it to wear off. I overdid it again 
this time.” 

She rubbed his forehead, shut his eyes with gentle fingers, 
and touched the lids in a gently rolling massage. ; 

“Feels so good . . , hands so cool .. . but my gut...” 

“Let yourself drift now. Relax. The spasms will cease when 
you relax. How long has it been since you overdosed your- 
self?” 
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“Six this morning, I guess. Oh, God!” 

“Andy, you’ve been hurting for hours, haven’t you?” 

eV ag”? 4 

“It will ease up soon. Relax. It’s working out of your sys- 
tem. Try to let everything go now. Let it all go, just drift, 
drift. Til be right here when you wake.” While she talked 
softly, soothingly, she massaged his neck, his arms, his chest, 
and he finally seemed to fade into a sort of sleep. , 


“Good morning, Andy.” 

He opened his eyes and looked at the clock, then sat up 
angrily, swinging his legs over the side of the bed. He reached 
for his robe. “Mornings I have to be up before six! You can- 
not interfere with my schedule like this in the future. And 
goddammit! Where are my pills?” 

. “In the garbage. Your breakfast will be here soon.” 

He glared at her. “And what am I allowed?” 

“An omelet and—” 

“What! Now you're telling me what to eat? Well, by God!” 
He would’ve gotten. up to roar, but he was too weak. Jean sat 
on his lap. He glared at her. : 

“Oh, get up!” 

“You mad at me, Andy Pandy?” 

“Why'd you throw out my pills?” 

“You know why!” 

“Fuck!” 

“All right.” 

He looked at her then and saw the teasing in her eyes. “You 
think it’s cute, don’t you? Well, goddammit, I must have 
them, Jean! I have appointments all day!” 

“What day?” 

“Tuesday? 

“It’s Wednesday.” 

“You'd better be lying!” 

“I can’t help it. You went to sleep early yesterday morning, 
and you’ve been asleep until just now.” 

“Goddam! You and your meddling!” He looked over and 
saw for the first time that the phone was unplugged. “Son of 
a bitch!” 

She stood up. 

“Jean! Who the hell do you think you are to come in here 
and—” 

“I had an invitation, remember?” 

“It didn’t include your becoming my keeper!” 
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“Then don’t act like a juvenile delinquent!” 

“Very amusing!” 

The breakfast tray came then, and a truce was called while 
he ate and asked for more. Afterward, he rummaged through 
the apartment, with Jean following and commenting. 

“Sorry, Andrew. I found that cache, too.” 

Eventually he sat down at his desk in the study and stared 
at her with his most withering, belittling, slant-eyed glare— 
the one that usually reduced his employees to jelly. 

Jean merely grinned. 

“Anything J can do to help you?” 

“You've done quite enough, thank you. Wait—coffee. I 
am allowed coffee? And a cigar now and then?” 

“Tm quite liberal, dear.” 

He snorted and dialed the phone. “Get my coffee, Jean.” 

She turned and left, knowing he.was probably making ar- 
rangements for more pills to be delivered. 

Andy spent his morning behind the double closed doors of 
his study, sequestered with Ben Davidson. They broke for 
lunch at one, and Ben went back to the office. 

Andy found Jean on the terrace, eating an orange and writ- 
ing letters home. 

“Hi! Look, from Morocco! First time I’ve ever eaten an 
orange from anywhere but Florida, California or good ol’ 
Texas.” 

He grunted and sat down, taking an orange from the bowl 
and peeling:it half-heartedly. But he did enjoy the sweet-tart 
fruit as he leaned forward to eat it, chewing thoughtfully. Jean 
handed him a napkin to wipe his face and hands. He did so 
and finally spoke to her. 

“Take this order—crépes fourrées gratinées, vichyssoise, 
boeuf & la mode—have them send up the whole roast—salade, 
asperges au naturel, and tartes aux fraises. How does that 
sound?” 

“Fantastic.” 

“And have them hurry. I’m starving to death! We'll eat out 
here.” 

Jean left and came back carrying table linen, silver and 
china on the tray. 

“Would you like some wine?” 

“Thank you, darling. Do you realize this is only the fourth 
lunch we’ve shared since I’ve been here?” 

“Ym taking the afternoon off to celebrate.” 

“Trés bon! Progress!” 
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“Actually, it’s only because I feel so-damn low. Jean, you 
don’t seem to understand. Amphetamines are not physically 
addictive. They merely compensate for a deficiency in my 
system. I’ve got to have them. I can’t run my business, work 
the hours I do, without help.” 

“Can J ask you some questions?” 

“Of course.” 

She sat in a chair near his. “Darling, we both are hard 
workers, so I know vaguely. what you mean. But we've 
reached an age when we need to do some reevaluating of our 
lives. Andy, how do you want to spend the next thirty years 
of your life?” 

“T'd like to spend it with you.” 

“That’s why I’m still here. I’ve thought it out, and what I 
want is my Andy. But, Mr. Bartel, we have to determine our 
priorities now.” 

“So? I'm sure you’re trying to say something. God knows 
what, the way you ramble.” 

-“Andy, I found out something the last few months of 
Neva’s illness. I found out that I had good people working 
under me and they could do the job without me. I was not 
indispensable. The project went along quite nicely without me 
hovering over it constantly. And I discovered that if a person 
in authority chooses the right people and learns to delegate 
power wisely, there is time for more enjoyment in life.” 

“I’ve done that in the States. It’s rocking along quite well 
without Bartel. And for your information, that’s what I’m 
trying to establish here. God, Jean, do you think I like being 
a virtual slave to my businesses?” j 

“I’m sorry, Andy. I was being simplistic, I know.” 

“Jean, you mean well, but . . . I guess I’m not used to 
having anyone else make decisions for me.” 

“Or having to consider anyone else’s feelings?” 

“That’s true.” ; 

The doorbell rang, and the waiters appeared with. the 
meal. They served themselves, and the food helped Andy’s 
disposition, though he was silent until the roast beef. 

“Why did you really come here, Jean?” 

She set down the fork she’d just picked up and answered 
his. gaze. “Andy, you can’t believe I can love you. Why is 
that?” 

“Because you loved Devereaux so much.” 

“Am I in Washington or in Paris?” 

“Perhaps he didn’t want you?” 
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“Then that’s just a stroke of good fortune for you, isn’t it?” 

“Is it, Jean? What if he decides he wants you? Will you 
leave me?” 

“Do you have any idea what it took for me to stay here 
with you?” 

“I suppose I do.” 

“Andy, I’m here to stay, if you'll have me. I don’t take my 
commitments lightly. No one except Neva, and Karl, have 
ever been as faithful or as good to me as you have.” 

“I’ve been cruel, too, Jean. Have you forgotten?” 

“J weighed all that. The time you hurt me—it was the result 
of overwork and of drugs. If you get off those, I don’t think 
you and I will ever have any real trouble.” 

“Do you really believe that?” 

“Yes, I do.” 

“And you love me?” 

“T love you, Andy.” 

“As much as you love Devereaux?” 

Jean blinked and looked away. “You're the one who keeps 
bringing him between us—not me.’ 

“I’m afraid that you came to France because you have to 
have someone to throw your great bounty of love on. And of 
course you know how desperately I want you and always have. 
I’m willing to accept those terms, because no one has ever 
given me the joy that you have—in bed, everywhere. I adore 
you. And I think you'll keep your bargain. But I’m not sure 
you love me.’ 

“Maybe I just don’t know what love is.’ 

“T love you in sucha way that I’d oe my ihe for you.” 

“You don’t think I’d do that for you?” 

“Oh, yes. But you’d do it for anyone—hell, anyone! 

“Andy, love is not a limited quantity. It’s a cornucopia. The 
more you take from it, the more it pours forth. Because you 
love me, you will grow to love my sons and then their friends, 
and we'll come to love a great many people as we build a good 
life together. We have the money to live like princes if neither 
of us ever worked another day the rest of our lives.” 

“JT am not a prince. I am an emperor.” 

“Le bon Napoléon?” 

“Oui.” 

“Even emperors can be happy if they try hard enough.” 

“J don’t want to watch. I’m a doer.” 

“So do! But you don’t have to push yourself to the point 
you've been doing. Your system can’t take much more.” 
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“I’m down, Jean. Depressed. I know it’s not logical. I have 
everything to be happy for, but a fear is hanging over me. 
I’m afraid I'l lose you Jean. Desperately afraid.” 

“Andy, if you love me and you treat me decently, you'll 
never be able to get rid of me.” 

He pushed his chair back and leaned his elbows on the 
armrests, folding his hands across his stomach. “I need a pick- 
me-up. What would you do if I took a pill right now?” 

“Td say you didn’t give it a chance and I’d say you weren’t 
willing to sacrifice for us.” 

“I need one, Jean. I can’t go through life feeling like this. 
What good would I be to you in a constantly depressed and 
paranoid state?” 

“You'll be all right again after a while. It takes time, 
Andy.” 

“I’m getting nowhere with you. I’m going to bed.” 

Jean watched him go, walking like an old man. She took a 
tose from the bouquet on the table and sniffed it, but found 
no solace in its beauty or its fragrance. 


Chapter Sixty-Five 


A marigold sun lit the day as they left for the Riviera. They 
followed a level road which after a while began to wind 
around and up the foothills. The little car seemed a red bullet 
rippling the road as it tore around first the green and then the 

rocky curves toward the sea. 
Jean was mildly surprised at herself for not fearing the 
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dizzy ride. She felt a bliss that actively shut out reality. It 
seemed a necessary thing that the car fly quickly away from 
whatever pursued them—something Andy sensed as a threat 
to them. 

His face was tense as he drove across France to where the 
Céte d’Or awaited with fresher dreams. 

The day had disappeared when finally the car flung itself 
around a sharp curve and there suddenly was the sun clinging 
to the horizon, reluctant to leave the golden sea it had spread 
with fire, to part with the homeward sails painted by the glow 
as they floated toward the stucco port. 

Andy laughed aloud, and in answer to Jean’s look he said, 
“T was watching the sun and wishing it would stay there, that 


it would never go down . . . then I remembered that all 
things end.” His eyes questioned, and she groped for the right 
Tesponse. . 


“Yes, I’ve never seen anything like it. But then, the night, 
too, is beautiful, for us.” ; 

“Yes.” His voice yearned. “Though I have no real confi- 
dence in that. I’ve seen too many nights that were anything 
but beautiful.” He tried again to break the mood with a laugh, 
and he touched her hair. “But who needs the sun? You’re my 
sunshine, and your sun will never set.” 

He held her hand tightly as night slowly closed around 
them. At dawn they awakened together in his suite. They 
walked along the.shore for miles past luxury and poverty, 
unaware of it all. The early people, the working people, no- 
ticed the tall American couple and admired the sleek bodies 
swathed in a crimson sunrise as Jean and Andy strolled 
through the seaside area, stopping at a bakery to buy crois- 
sants, which they munched while tripping carefully around 
fishermen’s nets on the waterfront. 

The town disappeared and the craggy rocks towered above, 
sheltering them from any view except from the magnificent 
villas clinging to the cliffs above. 

They came upon a sheltered inlet where the sea ate the land 
right up to the stone and where high tide would flow up the 
cliff wall later in the day. The water was turbulent around the 
rocks, but out beyond lay a barely visible, deep blue almost 
placid pool. 

Without thinking they looked at each other and quickly 
littered the stone with their clothes. The water was cold and 
caressing. 

Andy treaded water and watched Jean frolic in the azure 
494. 


pool, her body rising and falling with the waves. The long legs 
slid smoothly through the water as she turned over and over 
in the sea, spinning, submerging, bouncing like a carefree 
nymph. ; 

She paused suddenly and called to him. His face had deep- 
ened in a scowl, his hands clenched uncontrollably, and tears 
began to slide down his face. She swam over and held him 
close. 

“Andy? Darling? Please, don’t...” Her voice was a 
whisper. 

“I love you so much, Jean! Oh, God! So much! I’m insane, 
I know I am.” 

“Don’t say that!” 

He lifted a shaking hand and brushed the hair from about 
her face. “Please love me, Jean.” 

“Darling, I’m here. Touch me.” She laid his hand across 
her breast. “Why else would I have come all this way if I - 
didn’t care? We're together, always.” 

“Jean, I couldn’t stand your pity. Don’t pity me.” 

Her expression saddened. “I have nothing left to offer as 
proof of my love, Andy. What more can I give, than just me?” 

“God, Jean! Help me!” He bruised her flesh in his grasp as 
he clung to her. “I’m tormented constantly. I want your soul! 
I want to devour you!” His voice became a deep whisper 
brushing her neck as he suddenly spread her legs, forcing her 
back against the cold rocks. He inserted his body into hers, 
and with the cool water shimmering in a spasmic dance he 
reached a quick snapping orgasm. 

They walked back to the hotel huddled against each other 
like frightened children. There was a shadow: about her poi- 
gnant face which she hid behind dark glasses. His hand held 
tightly to hers, not releasing it for a moment. 


Andy didn’t come up to Jean’s suite-until dark. He lurched 
through the apartment, looking for her. In the middle of the 
living room he stopped and yelled her name. 

“Yes, Andy, I’m here on the terrace.” 

He saw her standing with a long-stemmed match in her 
hand, lighting the candelabra. Behind her a sea fog drifted 
toward them as she stood smiling with a great deal of effort. 

“The princess.” He leaned against the doorway. “When 
Jacob was alive I took him once to see a cartoon about 
Pinocchio, the little boy who told lies and his nose grew. Jacob 
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wasn’t quite three. It was shortly before he died. Anyway, 
there was this star person. She would swoop down from some 
galaxy and sing to him. As in all fiction it had a happy ending; 
the woodenhead became flesh and blood... . Jean and her 
magic wand.” . 

She smiled indulgently and blew out the match. 

He moved onto the balcony and poured himself a drink 
from a portable bar. He swished the Scotch around, staring 
into it. “Teil me, why are we dining up here alone?” 

“I love eating out on a terrace, and I didn’t feel like being 
around a lot of people.” She turned toward the sea. “But it 
looks as though we'll be covered in a fog soon.” 

The thick cloud had already dimmed the lights below and 
swirled toward them. 

He sat down heavily. “Ever since you arrived in Europe 
you haven’t wanted to be around people. Why?” 

“T didn’t realize it appeared that way.” 

There was a knock on the door and Jean rushed to answer 
it. F 

“Champagne, madame. From the management.” A waiter 
entered and Jean nodded toward the terrace. 

The little man stared curiously at Andy, who was numbly 
intent upon the fog. After pausing to phrase his words in 
English, the waiter asked, “When would madame like the meal 
served?” 

“In about half an hour, thank you.” 

He bowed and left. 

Jean touched Andy’s shoulder. 

“Why are you... what’s wrong? Today? And now? 
You've been in a mood since we left Paris.” 

He shrugged her away and moved to the other side of the 
balcony, where he leaned against the wall and glared at her. 
“What could be wrong? I’ve got everything, haven’t I?” 

The gold lighter flashed, and his eyes behind the flicker 
frightened her. From his nostrils little curls of smoke mingled 
with the creeping mist that arose from below, and he watched 
her like a falcon before it swoops down on its prey. His body 
was taut; the only movement was that of his hand, which 
was clicking the lighter cover repeatedly. 

“Andy? Please tell me what’s wrong?” Jean walked over 
to him. 

With a sudden movement he pinned her against the 
masonry. His teeth closed over her mouth, breaking the 
skin. 
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He pulled back at her struggling, and studied her intently 
in the near dark of the candlelit terrace. 

Her eyes glistened with anger as she covered her mouth. 
with her hand and took the handkerchief from his pocket 
to dab away the blood. When his grasp loosened she pulied 
away to go inside, but he pushed her into a chair. — 

“Sit down! We have champagne to drink! And I saw 
the way the waiter looked at you, goddam you! What are 
you? Why does every man who sees you want to lay you?” 
The cork flew into the night and champagne spewed across 
the tiles. He sloshed some into glasses. 

“Now drink it, dammit!” There was a wry laugh. “This is 
our first night on the Riviera!” 

Jean stared up at him. Blood trickled from the side of 
her lip as she said, “It’s our last night.” 

He forced the glass into her hand and watched her try 
to drink the wine though it burned her cut lips. 

“Yes, yes, maybe it will be our last night. I think it 
will.” He plopped down in a chair. “The red-headed witch!” 
He leaned over and closed his fist around the silver in her 
hair. “Your goddam grandmother was right! The mark of 
Cain!” 

Her eyes shut and tears splashed over the edge. “Andy, 
don’t. Please, don’t.” 

“Crying! You’re crying over me! Excellent! I shed many 
a tear over you these last two years—trying to wash you out 
of my blood with alcohol and speed!” He stood up, lifting 
her by the hair, and closed his other hand about her throat, 
massaging it, feeling the terror rise and pound beneath his 
fingers. * 

“Tm the last man you'll drive insane, Desdemona, my 
love.” 

The door to the suite opened and two men wheeled in a 
cart. Andy lunged toward them, releasing her. 

“Get the hell out of here! Get out!” 

They paused for a moment, then realized the charging 
bull was after them. The last one caught a brief image of the 
woman, almost to the door, being snapped back by the cut 
of an arm about her waist. Then the door slammed violently 
shut, and they stood outside it staring and shaken, listening. 
There was no sound from the room. A lover’s quarrel? It 
was none of their business... . 

Inside, Jean stared at Andy defiantly. “Are you going to 
beat me to death, Andy? Or -merely strangle me? I can’t 
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manage karate anymore, but I can give you a good fight if 
that’s what you want!” Ae 

He would have laughed, but she blurted, “And does the 
prisoner have the right to know of what she’s accused before 
she’s guillotined?” ; 

“Always the witty bitch, aren’t. you?” He reached in- 
side his coat pocket and produced a paper, which he 
uncrumpled. “There was a packet of mail with the lug- 
gage. You know, Jean, when you came to Paris I thought 
I could learn to live again, that I could make it, could 
overcome .. . certain things. I wanted that house on the 
mountain, with you and your twins.” He sat down wearily, 
and she cautiously perched on the arm of the opposite sofa. 

“It could have been good, Jean, after I got straight one 
more time—turning the business loose. We could have made 
it, Jean. We really could have made it.” He sighed, and 
iis gaze fell to the wadded paper in his hand. “This came 
today, too. It had quite a journey—first to Houston, then 
to the hotel where you'd originally planned to stay in Paris, 
then back to Houston. Finally it caught up with you... 
and with me.” He handed. her the letter from Devereaux. 
“T read it, of course. You know what hurts most? You weren't 
running to me. You were running away from him, again! 
Goddammit!” 

“Andy? Have you been mixing alcohol and speed again?” 

“Shut up and read the fucking letter!” 

She lowered her gaze. The paper rattled in her hand. 

Impatiently he stood up, towering over her. “I said read 
it, dammit! Read it aloud!” 

Her voice quavered when she tried to make out the words 
which her damp eyes couldn’t clearly focus on. 


“Dearest Jean, 
There is so much I need to say to you, so much 
I need to explain. Yesterday, holding you in my arms 
_ brought back emotions I’ve hidden from myself too 
long. I hesitate to place my heart on my sleeve like this, 
but suddenly I have no pride. I must see you again. 
Very soon, If it were not important that I fly back to 
Washington this afternoon, I. would be with you, in- 
stead of going east to my duty, which suddenly means 
very little to me. By Thursday next week I should have 
this business wrapped up and I can fly back and per- 
haps we can—I won’t say what is in my mind now, but 
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surely, surely, my darling Turquoise, you know. Tll be 
there Friday. Maybe you will lay aside your T-square 
for a few hours—if you decide to go back to work that 
soon. Personally, I think you need a long rest, and as 
soon as we recess for the Fourth perhaps you and J can 
leave the world for a while and find ourselves again. 

I hope you are’ better today. I know you well enough 
to know you will bounce. back quickly, as Neva would 
want you to. Bless you, my darling, until I see you. And 
please forgive the awkwardness of this letter. If I don’t 
mail it right away I might lose my nerve, so I am going 
to close and give it to the stewardess. 

: Love, Joe.” 
















{ The ink smeared as Jean’s tears fell on the letter. She 
finished and let the paper slide to the floor. 

“J saw a film of the funeral. You didn’t know, did you? 
Well, I’ve continued surveillance on you all this time. 
Otherwise I wouldn’t have been in Paris to meet you. I 
thought that even though you’d seen him in February as well 
as at Neva’s funeral he must mean nothing to you. But 
now—now I see what a fool I’ve been.” His voice broke. 
“If you had received that letter before you came over, you 
wouldn’t have come, would you?” 

“f don’t know. I was lost. You and I always had some- 
thing special. Then you came to mect me. I saw what you 
were going through. It just seemed we needed each other.” 

“We had something special, all right! 1 worshiped you 
and you were Lady Chastity. But this bastard Devereaux 
“could fuck you anytime he wanted. Even on the day of 
Neva’s funeral!” 

She tried to deny it, but he shoved her down onto the 
sofa cushions. She stood up immediately and moved away 
from him. 

“Why did you come here? Pity? Or did you come running 
to good old Andy, as always, every time Devereaux smoked 
your britches? Hell! I’m through! All I ever wanted was 
your love.” He laughed at the ceiling wryly. “All I ever 
got was your pity!” 

An odd gleam seared Andy’s eyes as he watched Jean 
walk forlornly toward the bedroom. “Well, I think this time 
you're going to find out what it’s like. When I get through 
all he'll be able to feel for you will be pity!” 
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As she turned at the sound of a hideous laugh, he grabbed 
her hair and jerked her face toward his. 

“Andy, you’re mad! It’s the drugs, Andy! Can’t you 
See? Let me help you!” } 

“Oh, my dear, you're going to help me all right. 
I’m going to do things I’ve wanted to do for a Jong time in 
the deranged dreams I’ve had of you!” 

“Oh, God, no! No, Andy, no!” She was crying, trying 
to twist loose, to. push away the claws that tore at her. 

His hand ripped her gown to the waist, then snatched at 
the bra, but she wrenched away closing and locking the door 
of the bedroom just ahead of him. The door cracked under 
his weight. 

She ran to the phone, but the door flew open and he fell tc 
the floor as she lifted the receiver. He scrambled quickly 
across and yanked the wire out of the wall. Jean moved to the 
bureau and grabbed a heavy silver mirror. 

He staggered to his feet, laughing at her, and in one 
mighty yank tore her bra from her. She hit him across the 
face with the mirror. He stopped, placing a hand on the 
gushing cut, © 

“You goddam bitch!” ' 

Jean ran to the door of the bedroom, but he caught her 
and dragged her screaming onto the bed. She whacked him 
with the mirror again and again on the head and shoulders 
as he held her down, until he whipped her over onto her 
stomach and tore off the remaining clothing while she 
squirmed and fought; then he took the mirror and beat 
her until the glass was speckles embedded in her bleeding 
flesh. The surging desire to hurt the one who’d caused him 
such anguish crashed through his drugged brain. 

She moaned as he rolled her onto her back. 

‘He yelled, “You came all quivering to me but it wasn’t 
me you wanted! Hell no! It was him!” 

His thumbs pressed down on her throat and he shook her 
wildly. Jean grabbed at his wrists. She no longer cried 
out his name, but made animal whimpers as she tried futilely 
to protect her body. 

His deep-grunted breathing broke with sobs. “Jean, I 
loved you so. I loved you so!” He rose up and peered down 
at her as his hand squeezed her face. “Look at me!” 

She tried to’ focus her eyes but she saw thickly. 

“When I get through with you, there won’t be anything be- 
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tween us—for ‘when I have plucked the rose I cannot give it 
vital growth again, it must needs wither! ” 

His eyes were evil as his hand roughly possessed her stom- 
ach, her thighs, her quick-shimmying breasts when she tried 
to wriggle from under his grasp. 

The sting of his blood dripping into his eye enraged him 
further. He ignored her shrieks while he raped her, first 
with the mirror handle, then with himself, biting the flesh 
of her neck, her face, her breasts; and her struggling was lost 
in the growling sharp-toothed passion of a madman. 

When Andy again became aware of himself he was lying 
atop her. Jean was unconscious; their legs were welded 
stickily. He untangled himself and moved to the edge of the 
bed, struggling to sit up, finally succeeding. The roar and 
crash in his head at first drowned the whimpers from Jean— 
sounds like a dying animal in a snare. He turned and stared 
at her, his mind failing to comprehend what he saw. 

The crumpled form sunk into the bedclothes had begun to 
move. It moved again and cried out weakly, lifting an arm 
which collapsed beside him. Gradually his brain began to 
respond, and he suddenly became ill. Desperately, violently 
ill 


He lurched into the bathroom, and when the nausea eased 
with the evacuating of his insides he was afraid to go back to 
the bedroom. He splashed cold water onto his face and 
raised his head to look in the mirror, which reflected the 
bed behind him. With.a morbid fascination he watched Jean 
try to move, like a broken bird. 

He looked at himself. His shirt was torn and bloody, as was 
his face. The deep cut. across his eyebrow and cheekbone 
was turning blue; one gold-stubbled cheek bore the line of 
a full hand of fingernails. Finally he gained enough courage 
to look into his own bloody eyes. They were reluctant to 
admit guilt, but as he stared the horrible truth took hold and 
he bellowed in terror, smashing his fist into the reflection. 

He turned and ran to the bed, spinning onto his knees 
beside Jean, his hands holding her face, smoothing the hair 
away. Hoarse-throated convulsions shook him. “Jean. Jean! 
God! Oh, God, Jean, forgive me!” 

He grabbed the spread, and cringing at the sight of her— 
bruised and bleeding, scratched and bitten—gently covered 
her and kissed her bloody lips. Suddenly he was afraid she 
was dead. With relief he felt the blood still pumping beneath 
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the blue imprints on the throat. But then he wondered how 
long she would live! God, he’d killed her! His angel, his dar- 
ling, his Jean. He was barely coherent as he phoned for help. 

But Andrew Bartel was gone before the ambulance arrived. 


Chapter Sixty-Six 


The junior. senator from Texas stood on the front porch of 
his small but comfortable house, the only one on the quiet 
street with no chimneys jutting toward the clouded Virginia 
sky. A paper was folded beneath his arm, and he scowled 
at the lowering weather as he waited for the limousine. But a 
smile brightened his face when a tiny voice behind him called 
out. 

“Bye bye, Daddy!” 

He turned to see the waving wiggling form of his tiny two- 
year-old whose dark hair and eyes were the same as his. 
Emmie ran to him, almost tripping on her nightgown, the 
housekeeper behind her. Senator Devereaux knelt to pick 
up his daughter, lifting her to his six-foot height and kissing 
her soundly as she squeezed his neck. 

“You didn’t eat wi’ me my breakfast. You didn’t drink 
your orange juice, Daddy!” 

“Oh, my my! Little Missy Prissy! Daddy. has to go early 
today. You save my orange juice and Vil drink it tonight, 
all right, honey?” 

“I love Daddy.” Her fat baby hands patted his face. 

“Daddy loves his girl, too. Oops! See? Here comes the car. 
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You go on in to Miss Maizie and Daddy will call you on the 
telephone at lunchtime, okay?” 

“Okay, Daddy!” She was still jumping and waving as the 
car swallowed him and went speeding off toward Washington. 

Joe Devereaux sank down into the cushioned seat, but he 
did not relax. 

“First floor fight on your own bill is always the worst, 
Joseph. After this you’l be an old campaigner,” Senator 
Stanton said. 

The younger man smiled wryly at his patron from back 
East. In classic style the rotund: politician gripped a large 
Havana between. his teeth and spoke gruffly. 

“We got enough votes lined up since committee passage to 
clench it, but I want you out there mending fences this morn- 
ing, playing the politician. If you can get your first bill passed 
it will be quite a coup. Yes, quite a coup. You'll be on your 
way in the Senate. And by the way, you got to learn to let 
the folks back home know what’s going on up here. Toot your 
own horn. I took the liberty of sending press releases down to 
Texas for you.” 

Joe looked at Stanton with surprise. “I guess I’m still a little 
green about these things.” 

“You'll learn. Incidentally, we’ve got a press conference 
scheduled at one. Be there.” 

“Why a press conference before? If it doesn’t pass that’s 
just calling attention.” 

“Twenty years in the Senate, six before that in the House. 
Experience. I got a quarter-century of politicking and I’ve 
learned a lot in those years. For all practical purposes that bill 
is already through. But even if it gets out of the House— 
which I predict it will—it’s going to be vetoed. Branded infla- 
tionary and allowed to die, is my guess. He’s not known for 
spending money on widows and orphans. Of course, there’s a 
change coming in the White House, if we can ever get the 
contents of those tapes out of the courts and before the 
public. No, Joseph, the only thing to do is continue to let your 
personality and diplomatic ability be known among your col- 
leagues—making points.” 

There was silence from the younger senator. 

“Look now! Don’t stew about it. You're still finding it hard 
to reconcile yourself to the way things are done up here.” 

“Yes, Pil admit I am. Even after more than a year. It’s 
something you know, but until you see it in action you don’t 
teally comprehend.” 
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“For a novice senator. you've made amazing progress at 
establishing yourself. You’ve come across to your fellow 
congressmen as personable, capable and a hard worker. And 
you've shown you can cop your share of the attention. Good 
publicity is the one most important factor for an elected 
official. It’s already got you on the Foreign Relations Com- 
mittee. Believe me, for a man elected in 1972, to have al- 
ready accomplished that, well, it’s quite a coup. Not to men- 
tion your appointment to the special Watergate Committee 
this spring.” 

“Yes. That did come as a surprise.” : 

“It was all done behind the scenes. And it proves how well 
you're establishing yourself. About this present bill, Joseph, 
just remember that even when you don’t make a touchdown, 
you still have to manage to gain some ground from the play. 
Think of it in that respect. You were a football player.” 

“T just hoped things were a little more aboveboard than 
they are. It bothers me, but I guess as with any boat, the 
running gear of our ship of state is below decks.” 

“Very good analogy. You’re a natural with a phrase, Joe. A 
man with your qualities comes along maybe once every 
twenty years.” . 

The dark-haired senator grunted and tried to quell a feeling 
that he was being dangled on a string. “I’m finding it doesn’t 
take as much brain power.to be a United States senator as Pd 
always thought. Apparently all I need to know is how to 
smile and say yes.” 

“Come on now! I see a real future for you! But the 
groundwork has to be laid. You gotta serve your apprentice- 
ship just like the rest of us, and that includes furthering the 
party’s interests above all else. And I’m gonna tell you some- 
thing, Senator. Important people got their eye on you. You're 
clean, good-looking, generally you got a good image. It won’t 
be too many years until you’re in a position to do what you 
really want, to have the say.” Stanton paused, waiting, but 
his companion stared ahead at the windshield wipers, which 
busily brushed away the impinging mist. 

“Toe, listen to me now. The first time I ever saw you— 
January of °73, at the reception for you new boys. You 
walked in, stood in the door, put on a big Texas shit-eatin’ 
grin and marched in like you owned the place. I watched you 
close, saw how you charmed the ladies and talked serious 
with the men. Right then I said, ‘That’s my boy, right 
there.’” 
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Devereaux laughed. “You scratch my back and I scratch 
yours. But I. haven’t yet figured how I’m supposed to scratch 
you, Senator Stanton.” 

Stanton shook his head. “You got something, and I don’t 
think you even know you got it, Joe. Even though I just laid 
it out for you, it’s never sunk through that thick skull of 
yours. You’re the kind of man that is every other man’s son, 
and every woman’s secret lover. Charm, looks, clean image! 
But more important, you got Texas in the palm of your hand. 
And that fairly well means the South. With your Jaw-and- 
order image you'll attract the conservative interests, and as 
a Democrat you'll get the liberal vote as a matter of course. 
You’d be a definite asset on the ticket. All we need to do is 
build up your national image—and you already have a head’ 
start in that.” 

Devereaux sat quietly. Eventually he straightened, appear- 
ing to have thought it through, and said, “I have a luncheon 
interview with Maxine Snowden from Newsmag.” 

The senior senator nodded approval. “Very good. But 
watch her—she’s a bitch. Turn on that boyish charm—look 
what it did for J.F.K. Those black Acadian eyes should do 
the trick.” 

Joe smiled at the master of the homily. “That’s Cajun, 
Senator Stanton.” 

“Cajun. Fascinating. Yes, Joseph, if we can get this educa- 
tion bill passed today I believe we can get some good mileage 
out of it. Publicity. That’s the ticket.” 

The younger senator listened as the drill was laid out. It 
had brought success to many before him. He nodded and 
learned; and his morning was spent making rounds of offices 
and the Senate floor, the barber shop, the men’s room, shak- 
ing hands, eliciting promises, trading last-minute votes. 


- At eleven Ms. Snowden had. her photographers staked at 
the entrance of the current halcyon perch, a dining eyrie 
presently in favor with politicos. She waited at a booth where 
she could observe Devereaux’s entrance. She had a poised 
nonchalance born of quick success and tough professional- 
ism, though her redoubtable fame was said by her victims to 
come from the presence of caustic ichor in her veins. 

While she waited impatiently for the tardy senator her 
mind reviewed the puzzle pieces thus far accumulated. There 
were just enough fragments to impel an augury of scandal— 
implications that would go unnoticed by anyone but a 
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journalistic agitator of her caliber. The autumn of ’71—his 
wife purportedly attempted suicide the day after he was filmed 
at a dinner being quite chummy with that stunning redhead, 
the architectural engineer who was also receiving a Distin- 
guished Citizen award. Same home town—neighbors, in fact. 
Rumors went back to 1970, when he’d exchanged punches 
with Andrew Bartel, who was chairman of the board of one 
of the world’s largest conglomerates—though the fact was 
not well known because Bartel liked to underplay his power. 
It gave him more of an edge in his wheeling and dealing. But 
Bartel had lost to the senator in that altercation—over a 
mysterious red-haired woman who disappeared before the 
police arrived. That little duel had stayed unexhumed during 
the campaign. 

Add to that a financial mystery. How did a man with so 
little capital, whose small business was destroyed by the 
Syndicate, come out of it a couple years later with all kinds 
of financial sponsorship unavailable to him before he was 
demolished? Legitimate? Unlikely. There had to be a chink 
or two in the armor of this Texas knight. Only in fairy tales 
did decency bring its own rewards. Reality dictated that the 
fair-play bit occasions only servitude. And there was nothing 
servile about the man who had just walked in with the casual 
savoir-faire of a prince. 

Snowden flung her curly brown hair back with a shake of 
her head as though preparing for battle when she saw Deve- 
reaux. speak to the maitre d’, suavely pretending to ignore the 
photographer who snapped away around him. Then he smiled 
at her and made his way across the crowded room, speaking, 
nodding to others, his magnetic smile and sinewy build at- 
tracting more than their share of attention. A trim gray suit 
accentuated his tanned features, and the stride was that of a 
man proud of his well-disciplined physique. She smiled 
cynically. The handsome s.o.b. was obviously one hell of a 
natural politician. 

He gave a touch of a bow as he took her proffered hand. 
“Good morning, ma’am. I’m sorry I kept you waiting.” 

As he sat down she said in gritty tones, “That’s all right, 
Senator Devereaux. I’ve nothing better to do than. wait for 
you.” 

Joe grinned disarmingly at her sarcasm and snapped open 
a silver case, offering her a. cigarette, which she took and 
which he lit. “What are you in the mood for, Ms. Snowden?” 

“Facts.” 
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“Doesn’t sound too appetizing, but if you can take it so 
can I, ma’am.” 

“Actually, I think it best to temper it with a club sandwich.” 

“Sounds like just.the ticket. What are you drinking?” 

“Milk, if you can believe it, senator. And speaking of 
tickets, ’'ve picked up a report that you’re being groomed for 
a national spot in °76.” 

Senator Devereaux laughed, both pleased and embarrassed, 
and she laughed with him, but the tilt of her head indicated 
her anticipation of a serious answer. 


The interview had been a battle—that gal hadn’t got her 
reputation without a reason. She had a talent for gut fighting. 
Joe had left the restaurant and the cab had jolted to the curb 
at the Capitol before he forgot her and focused on the new 
terror to be overcome. Cameras and faces turned in his 
direction. He’d never get used to it! His legs were leaden, 
and he felt he would trip before he got to the top of the 
Capitol steps where David Stanton waited, probably anx- 
iously. And what the hell-to say? The bill was alive or dead 
already. Why a press conference? But then, of course, there 
were yards to be gained, if not a touchdown. 

“Here comes Senator Devereaux now!” The paunchy 
Stanton seemed relieved as he beckoned to the younger sena= 
tor leaping agilely up the steps. 

A reporter inquired, “Tell me, Senator Stanton, is this 
going to develop into a Democratic Abe and Charlie show?” 

“Great team to follow—but you boys know Democrats 
are innovators, not followers!” Stanton looked at Joe’s face 
and could tell the Snowden interview had been rough. He 
slapped him.on the back. “Our junior senator from Texas has 
a request to make.” 

“Yes. Well, we have our education bill ready for vote, and, 
whew! Either I'm getting old or those steps are getting 
steeper!” There was a roar of approval at the unexpected 
humor in the middle of the press statement. “I would like to 
ask support from the educational field—a chair will do.” 
Another satisfying round of laughter. “I’m sorry, gentlemen.” 
He glanced with twinkling eyes at David Stanton, whose be- 
wildered frown made him a perfect straight man. “It must 
be the thin air up here on the Hill.” From the chuckled 
response he knew he had met the ambivalent press corps 
and they were his, for the moment. “Seriously, this bill is 
for federally augmented increases in teacher’s salaries. We 
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are losing far too many really top-notch people because they 
simply cannot afford to live on the income that states can 
afford to pay. Also this bill has a rider that ensures children 
won’t be bused across town through district and county lines 
except with parental consent. We hope this will encourage 
bipartisan support. If it doesn’t pass today, it will be referred 
back to committee. We won’t let it die without a fight, but we 
need the public’s support. And gentlemen, I apologize for 
being so long-winded when I finally did get my breath!” He 
gave a nervous grin at the confusion of reporters asking ques- 
tions and pointed to one. 

“Senator Devereaux, is it true that you are being con- 
sidered for the Democratic choice for Vice-President in ’76?” 

Joe glanced at Stanton, who frowned. “No, sir. There’s 
nothing to that. Washington is the doggonedest city for 
rumors, isn’t it?” He laughed, and there was a corresponding 
reaction from the reporters’ corps. Senator Stanton smiled 
expansively and stepped forward. Devereaux took his cue 
and moved back a few paces. 

Later, safe inside his office, he acl had time to pick up 
his notes, refuse all calls, and read quickly over his speech 
to the Senate. At two o’clock he took his seat and waited 
with nervous perspiration dampening his hands; and when the 
speech was over he couldn’t even be sure it had been rational. 

But there was enough applause that Senator Stanton im- 
mediately called for a vote. The Texan sat back and watched 
the tally, and joy broke across his brow as he saw the count 


climb. It had passed! It had been so smooth, so easy, and by. 


God, it had passed! 

In the halls, as he was surrounded by congratulations and 
reporters, Joe laughed easily and joked with them in natural 
camaraderie. 

“Cablegram, sir.” A page pushed through. “Your home had 
it delivered here.” 

Joe glanced at it. He waved good-naturedly to the reporters 
and fellow senators and backed away with a grin. Hurrying to 
his office, he wondered who could be cabling him. 

Paris? The American Embassy? 


In cooperation Préfet. de Police, Paris, trying locate 
relatives Mrs. Karl Iversen, American citizen, tourist. 
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No response cables sent her address. Please assist. Con- 
tact family or advise their whereabouts so can inform 
she is hospitalized serious injuries. 

Robert Prentiss, Asst. Secty. 

American Embassy 

Paris, France 


In stunned obedience Joe tried to call Houston. No an- 
swer. His parents’ home. No answer. Then he put through 
a call to the embassy in Paris. Prentiss was not in. His sec- 
retary did not know when he would be back. Senator 
Devereaux? Yes she would give him the information she had. 
Mrs. Iversen had beén moved to Paris for treatment. Her 
condition was uncertain at this time. He could obtain addi- 
tional information from Inspector Jabert. Joe wrote the 
numbers down, his mind in a whirling fog. If the senator 
would cable his arrival time the embassy would have some- 
one meet him at Orly. 

More agitated by the minute, Joe pressed the button and 
put through a call to the inspector. 

“Inspector Jabert, do you speak English?” 

“Yes. Who are you, monsieur? A U.S. Senator?” 

“Yes. Senator Joseph Devereaux. I’m in Washington 
and I just received a cable about Mrs. Iversen. What has hap- 
pened to her?” 

“Devereaux? You are French, perhaps?” 

“Mais non. Cajun.” 
“Qui. I see. Madame Iversen is—delicate, monsieur. In 

truth, trés malade. She was attacked and beaten in her hotel 
Toom. I regret to report she was also brutally—how to say, 
| violer—manhandled, monsieur.” 

“My God! Who did it?” 

“We are looking for a Monsieur Bartel. We do not know as 
yet if there is a connection, but we seek to question him. Per- 
) haps you know of him?” 
| “Yes, I do. Did he ... is he the one? How is Jean— 

Madame Iversen? Will she recover?” 

“In a bad state, monsieur. She is in a mental depression. 
The physicians are not as concerned with her bodily injuries 
as with her mind, I understand.” . 

“Did she ask for me? How did you know to contact me? 
She will recover, won’t she?” 

“She will recover her physical health, in a matter of time. 
It is my understanding that her mental condition is of primary 
concern, however. We contacted you because of a much- 
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traveled letter that was found in her suite. It furnished the 
only address we had other than her passport, which brought 
no response. We work with your embassy, you see. Is there a 
family?” 

“She has only her two sons. They’re ten years old.” 

“Umm. Sad, yes?” : 

“I am flying over immediately.” 

“Of course, monsieur. Perhaps you can help explain to us 
some of the, uh, missing links in the case.” 

“Have the newspapers got hold of this?” 

“It has been reported, but not in Paris, I think. This 
occurred in Nice, and she was flown here to L’Hétel Dieu 
because of the nature of her injuries.” 

“Are you sure she is all right? When did it happen?” 

“Two days ago. Because she was a U.S. citizen it was 
referred to my office. I personally supervised the case, mon- 
sieur. My own men searched her room and found the letter. 
Be assured that we handle the case with utmost dignity, mon- 
sieur, especially when we read the letter from a United States’ 
senator. The letter is safe in my keeping, Monsieur 
Devereaux. Never fear, We offer you our protection and hos- 
pitality.” 

“Merci, Inspector. Jabert. I'll make arrangements, and when 
T arrive I'll contact you.” 

“Au revoir, Senator Devereaux.” 

“Au revoir.” 

Joe stood up and stared. His hand went tight against his 
mouth, stifling his words. “My God! Oh, my God! That sorry 
son of a bitch! That goddam bastard Bartel!” He picked up 
a paperweight and threw it across the room, smashing the 
quartz into the grained paneling. 
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Chapter Sixty-Seven 


Joe had met only frustration since his arrival in Paris—frus- 
tration with the medical staff of L’Hétel Dieu. and with the 
press each time he left the hotel or the hospital. Stanton was 
covering “his boy’s” rear in Washington—though begrudg- 
ingly. He had begged Joe not to go. It went against all political 
wisdom to go flying off to France when Congress was still in 
session, since Senator Deveraux attracted attention like a 
magnet everywhere he went. It would all blow up into a 
fiasco, Stanton felt, especially now that Ms. Snowden was 
interested in the senator. Scandal makes good copy, and 
everyone expects every politician to be a crook and/or sex 
maniac. 

Joe hadn’t listened, but the validity of Stanton’s prophecy 
was evident. He’d gotten nowhere in his attempts to see Jean, 
and the press items he'd read were making sex-scandal- 
politico insinuations. 

Joe sighed and stopped in the long corridor between wings 
of the hospital. He debated. whether to go back and threaten 


‘the chief of psychiatrics with political clout, or to wait, again. 


“Perhaps Madame Iversen will be able to have a visitor 
tomorrow. Her physician and I will consult on the matter 
then.” That was the decree from Dr. Lavoisier, and all Joe’s- 
logical arguments had done no good. 

He looked at his watch. Perhaps after the meeting requested 
by Inspector Jabert he’d go back and discuss it more 
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strongly. Or perhaps he’d let it pass until tomorrow—but 
then, he’d insist with the emphasis of his position. 

People were scattered about the glass-walled visiting area 
he entered. Some were patients, some visitors. With a pang 
Joe remembered it: was Sunday. Jean had no one to see her, 
to comfort her, to let her know she was loved. Joe felt a 
terrible weight of sadness for her, and a burden of guilt. 

“Monsieur Devereaux?” 

“Yes?” He turned to the man in tailored business suit who 
spoke to him with extended hand. Automatically Joe shook 
the hand. 

“I am Inspector Jabert, Monsieur Devereaux.” 

“Oh, yes. How are you? I’m sorry I haven’t contacted you 
before now.” 

“Y understand that your mind has been occupied.” He 
motioned for Joe to follow him to a sitting area that was 
more private, over in a corner. “Madame Iversen, she is 
better?” 

“J don’t know. I haven’t been allowed to see her yet.” 

“Ah! Then you are worried, yes?” 

aVicSumy CLY a 

“I will probably be adding to your burden, monsieur. But 
I have frustrating news. I am hampered at ail turns I take to 
solve this crime. Madame has denied Monsieur Bartel is the 
culprit, he has been whisked out of the country—I under- 
stand he is to be hospitalized in Switzerland, at his own 
request. I think the man, in his own strange way, grieves. 
Without doubt he is a broken man. Beyond this point I 
cannot say. However, monsieur, my position is such that I 
am getting pressure from my superiors to hush up the case.” 

Joe’s eyes narrowed. “Why?” 

He shrugged. “Monsieur Bartel is trés important. He has 
brought billions of investment dollars to France. If Mon- 
sieur Bartel topples it will hurt the whole of French econ- 
omy. I regret, monsieur, but French law enforcement is as 
ptagmatic as your American law.” 

“T see. Were you there when Jean denied it was him?” 

“Oui, monsier. So, we have no case, even without the other 
pressures. Senator Devereaux, I hope . . . do you under- 
stand my position?” 

“Yes. But you were there. Why in your opinion did Mrs, 
Iversen say this? When exactly was. it?” ; 

“Friday morning, monsieur.. And I think—it was apparent 
to me, at least, that madame was referring to the man’s mental 
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state—that the madman who did this was not, uh, the man 
she knew.” 

Joe appeared confused. “I see.” 

“Tt is hard to comprehend, n’est-ce pas?” 

“Yes. Did she seem to care for him? Love him?” 

“No. Not that, monsieur. It was more like the last act 
before au revoir. Your poor lady, monsieur, she is very sad. 
Very empty.” 

“How did she look?” 

“How did she look, monsieur? It is not for me to say.” 

“Tell me, please.” 

The inspector sighed. “I was told that madame is a beautiful 
woman, but ... perhaps it was because she was still 
bruised and swollen... ” 

Joe covered his mouth with his fist and remained silent. 

“I hate to persist with this disturbing subject, monsieur, 
but I must tell you. I have orders to keep this wing under 
strict security. You noticed the gendarmes? Regrettably, my 
superiors are afraid a reporter will get to madame and she 
will mention Mr. Bartel’s name. I am embarrassed to tell 
you this.” 

“Inspector, if this didn’t coincide with Jean’s wishes, I 
would yell to high heaven, but to protect her is my only 
consideration. Perhaps it’s best. Just keep it on the books as 
unknown assailant and it will die quickly. If Bartel’s name 
came out, it would go on for years. I just pray there is a'God 
who avenges the helpless—and the foolish.” 

“I am relieved at your reception of my news, monsieur. I 
was afraid it would be far different. But of course you are an 
American politician-and you understand pragmatics.” 

Joe stood up and shook hands with the inspector. 

The man turned and left with a great deal of relief ex- 
pressed in his hurried gait. 

Joe realized that he was hungry, and he thought of a quiet 
sidewalk café—the kind Jean would love—where he could 
eat in the sunshine to help obliterate the gloom. The bubble 
burst when he set foot outside. . 

“Senator Devereaux! Senator Devereaux!” 

Joe stood on the steps and stared at the unbelievable crowd 
of newspeople, all yelling his name and asking questions. 
Two gendarmes appeared beside him and helped to main- 
tain a distance from the clamoring, but he knew that when 

he stepped down the three steps to the sidewalk they would 
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be on him. Joe put on his sunglasses and answered the first 
coherent question he could make out. 

“I haven’t been to see her. No visitors yet... . Yes, I 
understand she is improving.” 

“Ts it true that there’s a whitewash going on here?” 

“Of whom?” 

“Of Andrew Bartel. Wasn’t he responsible?” __ 

“According to Police Inspector Jabert, whom I just talked 
to, Mrs. Iversen did not identify Bartel as the assailant.” 

“Ts it true that she was living with him?” 

“No! That is not true. They maintained separate suites on 
different floors.” 

“Wasn't that just to cover it up?. Wasn’t this a lover's 
quarrel?” 

Joe shrugged and made no comment. 

“Have you seen Andrew Bartel since you arrived?” 

“No, I have not.” 

‘Where is he? Isn’t he supposed to be a business associate of 
Mrs. Iversen? Has he been to see her?” 

“I’m sure he’s been here. Whether he was allowed to see 
her is another question.” . 

“Why haven’t we seen him?” 

“Perhaps he does not enjoy the press as much as I do.” 

“Why are you here, Senator Devereaux?” 

“I'am a friend of Mrs. Iversen’s.” 

“How good a friend?” 

“Very good friend.” 

“Are you her lover too, sir?” 

“Identify yourself, please!” 

“Adams. Chicago Day.” - 

“Mr. Adams, I don’t know how Jong you’ve been a news- 
man, but someone should have told you right from the start 
that you get more flies with honey than with vinegar!” 

There was a ripple of laughter that helped Joe. calm 


himself. He put his clenched fist in his pocket, smiled at 


everyone and managed to work his way to a cab. He waved at 
the reporters but didn’t answer any more questions. 


The nurse answered the quiet tap on the door and spoke to 
him in the hall, closing the door behind her. 

“Monsieur, do not expect too much. She does not want to 
see you. It will be difficult, and you will get no help from her. 
But if you care . ss 

Joe touched the tiny woman’s shoulder. “I care.” 
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Jean was sitting slightly forward in a chair by the window, 
her hands clutched together tightly. She stared blankly out 
the window into a garden. Her hair lay limp about her 
shoulders; it had been brushed back from her face, and the 
silver streak gleamed in the sun about to set beyond the 
garden wall. ; 

Joe was beside her before he had the nerve to speak. His 
voice was a whispered: prayer. “Hello, Jean.” ; 

Her head jerked up, and the unguarded feeling that flashed 
through her eyes for a second gave him hope before she 
quickly looked back across the flower beds. : 

Joe found himself startled by the unadorned grief that 
pallored her countenance; her eyes were rimmed with gray, 
the irises were dull raindrops. Across her cheek there was a 
white bandage, and the sight of it caused him to shudder and 
clench his fists. 

He sat down in the other window chair, but he shifted it 
around slightly so that he could see her better. 

He reached across the void and touched her hand. “I’ve 
missed you, darling.” ; 

Her hand slid from his and clasped her throat. Jean did 
not look at him, and he didn’t notice at first the glaze over 
her eyes. 

“I came as soon as I heard that you needed me.” 

A mere nod answered him, and he continued. 

“T talked to Mrs. Baily a while ago.” 

She looked at him anxiously. 

“No, I called her. To see about the boys. They’re all fine. 
They miss you something terrible, though. I told her to reas- 
sure them you were all right and that you’d be home soon.” 

Jean sighed heavily and cradled her head. “I miss them so. 
I wish I were with them.” Her voice was barely audible, and 
he could see that she was crying softly.. 

Joe knelt beside her and touched her arms. “Darling, don’t 
cry. Please don’t cry.” 

Gently, he pressed her head onto his shoulder and held her, 
whispering to her quietly. 

But he felt her suddenly stiffen as his hand moved to touch 
her neck. — 

Jerking away, she huddled back in the chair. “Don’t touch 
me!” 

Joe was stunned. He rose to his feet, “ButI .. . ” 

She stood up and backed away from him until she bumped 
against the wall; one of her hands clutched the draperies, the 
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other grasped the robe tight to her throat. Her eyes were those 
of a trapped animal, her voice conveyed an unreasoning 
terror. “Leave me alone. Please leave me alone. Please go 
away!” 

Joe’s face quivered. Jean was afraid of him! He managed to 
smile. “I would never hurt you, Jean! I promise I won’t hurt 
you.” He backed away, smiling reassuringly. “I’ll come back 

_to see you tomorrow, darling.” 


Chapter Sixty-Eight 


The translucent fountain tinkled crystalline, and the rippling 
pool unevenly reflected a wall embraced by vines of purple 
morning glories. The lavender robe Jean wore blended into 
the corner grotto where she was almost hidden by the 
hedges and vines. 

Joe watched her as he approached silently over the wet 
grass. He hoped that this visit would prove more productive 
than the others had been. She leaned upon her cane with both 
hands and seemed transfixed by the flowers twining skyward 
as she sat by the fountain. : 

“How are you this morning, Jean?” 

“Fine.” 

He sat down beside her, knowing that no matter what he 
said it would be the wrong thing. “The sun will shine today.” 

BaeCS as ° 

After an awkward moment, Jean stood up and leaned on 
her cane. “Joe, please go away and leave me alone.” 

“Why?” 


“Because . . . oh, Joe! You know what I am.” 

Joe got to his feet and laid his hands on her shoulders. “I 
only know how precious you are.” 

Her palm quickly covered her lips. “What is this penchant 
you have for cheap women?” 

His fingers tightened. “Stop it! ’'ve had enough of this. I 
love you. I always have. I always will.” 

He tried to take her into his arms, but she twisted away, 
sitting heavily with a wince on the curb of the pool. 

“I don’t love you. I never will. Now will you please let me 
rest in peace?” 

His eyes flickered hurt for an instant and he turned his back. 

“Perhaps you don’t. But I will see you straightened out. 
You're too sweet, too talented, to waste yourself.” 

A brittle laugh interrupted him, but she stopped when she 
saw the expression on his face as he turned toward her. 

“I’m sorry, Joe. I really am.” She looked down and rippled 
her fingers in the water. “I know you care what happens to 
me, but your wishing I was something else won’t change any- 
thing.” 

Joe sat beside her smiling at the first sign of the old Jean. 

“What is it you think you are, honey?” 

“A bitch.” 

“No, darling, just a standard ordinary fool, like all the rest 
of us. 

“That too.” 

“There’s a big difference, you know.” 

When she didn’t answer he stood up, saying, “Well, think 
about it.” 

“Are you going?” Her eyes were anxious. 

“Just for a walk in the gardens. Flowers are beautiful, 
aren’t they?” 

Her limp was pronounced. Had the bastard reinjured her 
back? Or did it just recur with stress? 

“Would you like to lean on me, Jean?” 

Her eyes searched him with a truly pitiful confusion. 

He smiled and offered his arm. “It’s all right.” 

She took his arm and looked away. Joe’s smile was broad. 
He patted her hand as they walked, and he stayed away from 
any but pleasant conversation about the flowers. She seemed 
at ease. 

_A gathering flock of sparrows tittered about the pool they’d 
abandoned, and a gray wisp fioated above the morning. 

“T'm- going to my room soon, Joe. People will be out, and 
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they'll stare and say, “You know who that is? That’s the 
American who... ’” She turned away. 

“Who was raped, Jean.” 

Her eyes looked to him with a sudden anger, but she said 
nothing. 

“Jean, honey, it happened. And the facts don’t coincide 
with the way you’re blaming yourself.” 

“Tt would never have happened if I hadn’t been a—” : 

“Jean, when are you going to give yourself credit for bein 
a plain old human who makes mistakes in judgment?” 

“Andy was the real victim. I destroyed. him.” 

“Oh, hell! Bartel was shot before he ever came to France! 
You were just a dumb, trusting little gal who came in at the 
end.” 

She stopped and Jooked at him oddly, as though she were 
seeing him for the first time in years. Her hand lifted to touch 
his cheek. 

“Help me, Joe.” 

“I will, honey: I’ll be right here. As long as you need me.” 

The moment was suddenly broken by the sound of others 
approaching. Jean stiffened and bolted toward the side door, 
disappearing before Joe could catch her. 


“Madame, Monsieur Devereaux called to say that he will 
be here at five if you do not object, and he will bring a sur- 
prise.” 

Jean sat up in bed and let her gaze drift toward the gardens. 
Her face, it seemed to the observant little nurse, was more at 
peace. Monsieur was good for her, yes. Madame. Boullier 
congratulated herself on her judgment, for it had been obvious 
from first glance that the kind senator would be Madame 
Iversén’s salvation. 

“What time is it?” 

“It ig four, madame. You slept well today.” 

“And no pills, either.” 

“This morning—the fresh air. Always it makes one relax, 
n’est-ce pas?” 

“T'd better get dressed.” 

“That would be nice. And perhaps some color on the 
cheeks?” 

“Perhaps.” 

The surprise Joe brought was American hamburgers and a 
chocolate malt. But Joe himself was surprised to find Jean 
518 


_ dressed. Her face had a pleasant flush, even though her ex- 
pression was apologetic and she still hung her head. 

That was probably the worst of it all, Joe felt, that Bartel 
had finally managed to break her proud spirit. - 

Joe. made her smile with a wildly fabricated tale about the 
difficulties he’d encountered in finding the burgers. She ate 
only part of the sandwich but she seemed to enjoy it. - : 

He leaned back and propped his foot against the window 
sill. 

“Well, gal, how long do you think it’s going to be till they 
let you out of this place?” 

When she didn’t answer he looked at her carefully. Her 
face held a frightened, rather frozen delineation. Wisely he 
looked away and fell silent until she was ready to talk about it. 

“Joe, you know this is a psychiatric hospital, don’t you?” 

&Ves,?? * 

“I wonder if their placing me here indicates insanity.” 

“Nope. Sure does not.” 

“Then why am I here rather than in a regular hospital?” 

“This one’s sort of a combination, honey. And you had a 
pretty world-shaking experience.” ; 

“TI do feel crazy. I’m so confused, Joe. And I’m frightened. 
What am I going to do?” 

“Jean? Can I come close to you?” 

She hesitated, and he could see the trapped look in her eyes, 
but she nodded. 

- He squatted in front of her chair. “Honey, it’s going to be 
all right. You’re much better.” 

Her fingers clutched the chair arms, and he knew he had 
got too close. He backed away and sat on the floor at her feet. 

“Joe, I wish I could go fishing.” 

“You get well soon and I'll take you over to one of the lakes 
back home. Ali of us will go. We'll have a high old time.” 

“Home ... ” Jean stood up and moved away, leaning on 
the window farthest from him. He remained where he was 
and watched. 

Her fingers traced the wooden framework which imprisoned 
the clear panes and held them in suspension. “I don’t know 
what home is anymore. Or where it is. I haven’t thought be- 
yond the moment since .. . ” Her face hid in the drapery 
folds. 

“Your mind and body have been concentrating on the im- 
mediate problem of getting well. But now you’re better. Now 
you've begun to think of a future. That’s good, Jean.” 
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“Ts it? I don’t feel I have any future.” : 4 

Joe got up and half-sat on the window sill. “Jean, I hope 
you'll forgive my Texas triteness, honey, but life is a mighty 
wild bronc. You rode him good, but he pitched you and then 
stepped on you. An old horsewoman like you ought to realize 
that the sooner you get back on the critter the better.” 

There was no answer from Jean, but her face moved away 
from the curtains. After a while she turned to him, though 
her eyes were downcast and would not meet his. 

“I think I've been the one ridden all along. I don’t think 
it’s ever been the other way around, and now I wouldn’t even 
know how to mount.” 

“The sooner you. get the courage to face the world, the 
sooner your foot will find its way to the stirrup, Jean.” 

“I guess. But where do I go from here? What’s to... 
where ...1.. . I can’t think coherently anymore. When- 
ever I try it all jumbles up in a monstrous mish-mash of 
words and fears and question marks.” 

“But you’ve started thinking again, honey. That’s very 
important. Well, I've been here adding to your confusion long 
enough. It’s seven-thirty already. I’ve enjoyed being with 
you, Jean. And honey, maybe you can’t see it, but the change 
in you since I first saw you Monday has been remarkable.” 

“Thank you, Joe. You have helped me to get started again. 
Now if I can only decide where and how... . ” She sat down 
and didn’t know he had gone to the door until his voice in- 
terrupted her thoughts. 

“Jean, can I walk with you in the garden tomorrow?” 

“I would like that.” 

He met the press happily and breezed through the same old 
questions. To hell with them and their petty concerns. Jean 
was better, and nothing else mattered. 

The following morning he had been waiting for nearly an 
hour before she came out the side door. He watched her 
hesitate, her fingers adhering to the brick for support. He 
turned so as not to appear to be looking at her. 

Jean peeked out from the alcove and. hurried across the 
grass of the walled garden. He saw that she was shaking when 
she sat uneasily on the pool curb beside him. ‘ 

“That was a journey of a thousand miles, wasn’t it?” 

She nodded and peeked over to him. Then she smiled. 

“Thank you for understanding. Joe? You know what? 
When I woke up this morning I heard the birds singing. I 
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don’t remember having heard them since I’ve been here.” 

“Wonderful.” 

“Yes. Joe, I also woke up thinking. I lay there a long time, 
watching the sky turn morning, and I thought about every- 
thing. Mostly I put it all together in relation to the things 
you said . . . perspective, I guess. Joe, you’ve helped” me, 
given me someone I can trust.” 

He observed her as he listened. She twirled the cane between 
her .hands while she talked, and her shoulders were tense 
beneath the print blouse; her legs were hidden beneath a long 
green skirt, but he suspected the tenseness extended all the 
way down to her toes. This communication was difficult for 
her. Still, it was a real conversation. She didn’t realize it, but 
she had begun to give of herself again. 

He smiled. “Til always be around when you need me, 
Jean. And if I’m not, all you have to do is call.” 

For the first time since he’d been there she looked at him 
without anxiety. Her brow relaxed and she smiled as one 
who trusts the one she looks upon. 

“And Jean, ’'m so proud of you.” 

Her eyes questioned. “Why?” 

“Because as always you're overcoming and overturning and 
you're going to win this battle, too.” 

She frowned. “Battle scars.” 

“What do you mean, honey?” 

“Nothing . . . nothing . . . ” She had begun retreating. 
She hunched forward and leaned her chin-on her hand which 
held fast to the cane. 

“Jean, it’s time for our walk. We never did get to the rose 
garden yesterday.” 

“I'd rather just sit awhile. You go on, Joe. I have some 
thinking to do.” 

“Come go with me. I promise not to disturb your thinking. 
I always enjoy gardens more when I see them through your 
eyes.’ 

“Madame Boullier called you the gallant Monsieur 
Devereaux. She was so right.” 

“Up we go, girl.” He took her hand and placed it on his 
arm. “Did I tell you how how fresh and lovely you look this 
morning? Like a flower yourself.” 

“Oh, my. You can’t beat that good old Texas bull.” 

He laughed at her teasing smile. One could see the 
transformation taking place within her—like a rose opening. 
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Jean would never be truly defeated. Joe sighed and inhaled 
the bright morning air. 

The rose garden was abloom-—abundantly, breathtakingly 
so. The large teas perfumed the air, and the older roses still 
held onto their copious luxuriance, and would until well 
into June. He let her feast her soul in quiet and could feel 
her hand on his arm became relaxed, patting him now and 
then. 

“You've begun your journey.” He frowned as a group of 
people started down the narrow path toward them. “Hold on 
tight to me, Jean.” 

She did, but the woman who once would have smiled 
radiantly turned her head away. He reminded himself that it 
took a step at a time—little by little... . 


Chapter Sixty-Mine 


The blue Audi found its way home. From the garage of the 
Houston house at one a.m. until it reached the winding drive. 
of her real home, it didn’t falter, but headed straight for the 
safety of the children who now offerred Jean the kind of 
security she had always supplied to them. The house was 
dark, the night was still, as Jean seated herself on the 
front-porch steps and the soothing feeling of home washed 
over her. Familiar tree lines began to come into focus against 
the sky lit only by a few scattered stars. The smell of it. The 
home of it. A sense of gratitude filled her consciousness. It 
was as though she had been away a long time—many years— 
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and now she was back. It had been’a long odyssey . . . but 
now, home. 

And it-was hers now. Paid for. Not only the mortgage 
was paid in full; the other ways humans pay their debts had 
all been fulfilled—the sacrifice, the love, the not infrequent 
suffering that are the trinity life exacts from those who 
dare. ‘ 

The key clicked in the lock. 

The greetings in the morning were furious. The boys 
bounced onto her bed and demanded that she be all right now. 
And she told them she was. They didn’t ask her to explain 
the details that confused them—they had been warned about 
that. But their bright blue eyes had never been denied any 
answer from her, and it was hard for them. After breakfast 
they all went for a walk. 

On the lake a wavering mist held over the still water; they 
Sat on a log beside their mother and waited. It was difficult 
to understand when she explained how people sometimes 
have mental illness and can’t think straight and in that state 
of mind they sometimes lash out and hurt people that they 
would never harm, otherwise. 

“I hate him for hurting you, Mother. I used to like Mr. 
Bartel. But I hate him now.” 

“Someday Yl hurt him, wait and see!” 

“Children, listen to me. Nothing you could ever do could 
punish him more than he has punished himself, and he’ll 
continue to as long as he lives.” 

“It don’t help, though!” ‘ 

“Karl, a long time ago rules were set up to protect us from 
ourselves. When we break them we find ourselves in a 
pickle. But we all do it. and we all pay. for it. And I left 
myself unprotected. I am as guilty as Andy. I was very 
foolish. I thought I could help him and that he could help me. 
and that all four of us could be a family.” 

“I know what was done to you, Mother. It’s awful. It 
makes me sick.” 

“Yeah. Billy Ballenger told us. I beat him up for it. He 
didn’t tell no one else that. But Mr. Baily said it was true 
what they were saying.” 

“I'm sorry, son.” : 

Freddie hugged her. “Mother, let’s forget it. Let’s just be 
ourselves again.” 

“Right, Mom! Are you well now?” 

“Almost.” 

523 


7 


Karl’s slender hand patted hers. “We'll help you. You can 
count on that.” 

“Mother? Do you hurt?” 

“Only in my mind.” 

Freddie’s offering was hopeful. “Mrs. Baily says people 
forget.” 

Jean sighed and rubbed their heads. “Its been hard on 
you. That’s the thing that’s so bad-——our waves always in- 
undate others.” 

“Splash on them?” ; 

“Sort of.” She paused and tried to explain. “Boys, no one 
knows, except the Devereaux family and us, that it was Mr. 
Bartel. It’s no one’s business, and I hope we can keep it a 
secret. He has enough problems, you know. He’s in a hospital 
in Switzerland trying to get well.” 

Karl looked confused, but he nodded, seeing the sadness 
in his mother’s face. “Mama . . . Mama, tell you what. Let’s 
walk some more and see what we can find. Wild flowers are 
still blooming in the pasture. Old Arab’s fat and ‘sassy, and 
so are the Shetlands.” 

“Mother, I think it’s time we swapped those Shetlands in 
on bigger horses. My legs nearly drag the ground!” . 

“We might just do that, honey.” 

“Great!” 

“Tl bet we see some violets here in the deep woods, too.” 

“Mr. and Mrs. Devereaux sure are nice. I wanted to go 
see them, but Mrs. Baily said they were in Washington.” 
Jean nodded. “They’re good people you can always count 
“Yeah! And we know a senator! And I bet he knows the 
President!” 

Jean laughed. “I’m not so sure he’s very close to this- Pres- 
ident, my dear.” 

“Why?” : 

“[et’s talk politics some other time. Right now I'd like to 
go see the horses.” 
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Joe had left the Watergate hearings early in order to take 
his parents and Emmie and her nurse to the airport. 

‘Daddy, Mother, look out for Jean. And let Emmie get 
acquainted with her. I want them to know each other with- 
out me around, so Emmie won’t be jealous.” 

“Won't be a problem for a master marriage broker like 
your mama, Joe.” 
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“Emmie?” He hugged his daughter close. “You going to 
be a good girl for Grandma and Grandpa?” 4 

“Emmie good girl.” 

“Daddy will see you in a few days. I love you, little 
punkin.” 

“Emmie love Daddy.” Her favorite sport, daddy-patting, 
occupied her until Grandpa took her and carried her waving 
and bouncing in his arms onto the shuttle bus. 

Joe felt a sudden loneliness with their departure. Now 
everything he loved would be in Texas, and that was a long 
way off. But God! There was plenty to occupy his time until 
the weekend. He returned to the ticket counter and made 
his reservations for as early Friday as possible. 


It was gone, Clayton Devereaux observed thoughtfully— 
whatever it had been that made Jean Iversen glow brighter 
than the rest. She was still beautiful. Her looks hadn’t 
changed, but her look had. Even talking to the three children 
who happily roughed it up with the dogs, she still lacked 
something. 

Mary came back in, noticed him standing by the window 
and went to his side. “They'll be all right, Clayton. Joe ‘will 
be here tomorrow.” 

“Hope you're right, Mary. Awful quiet, isn’t she?” 

“Yes. Seldom laughs. Not even a smile except that little 
one she gives as a matter of courtesy.” 

“Mmm. I’m afraid our, son has waited too long. I don’t 
know if she’ll ever come out of it, but Joe seems to think 
all she needs is time.” 

“I think Joe is a fool. He had his chance. She went over 
there and chose that Andrew Bartel only ’cause Joe ignored 
her for two years!” 

“Now Mary, you know what Emilie’s dying did to Joe. 
It took him all-this time to get over it. In his mind he killed 
his wife.” 

“That’s just not true.” 

“In a way it is, Mary. If he’d been the kind of husband he 
should have been and not let her know Jean came first in 
his mind, she’d never have got pregnant.” 

“Looks to me like her own willfulness killed her, not Joe.” 

“Convince him of that.” 

“J think he’s changed since he went to Paris. I think this 
happening to Jean woke him up. He realized how much she 
still means to him.” 
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“Took out there at that girl, Mary. You think she'll ever 
be fit for anything again? She’s just managing to make it 
from day to day because of her kids.” 

“Honey, it takes time. And lots of patience and love.” 

“You got the ice-cream fixings ready?” 

“Yes, You just have to put the ice and rock salt around it.” 

“The sight of Emmie trying to crank it is going to be 
something.” 

“The twins are sweet to her, aren’t they?” 

“She’s another puppy to them.” 

“Now, that she is!” 

“By the way—you think Jean is suspicious of us?” 

“She knows we're trying to help her and that we love her.” 

“She know Joe’s coming?” 

“Haven’t told her but she’s no fool.” 

Surprisingly, Jean was laughing when they went outside, 
and so were the boys and Miss Maizie, at the bouncy Emmie 
being a dog and begging for cookies and barking and jump- 
ing on the twins. 

As the day wore into night Emmie fought hard against 
the truth that it would soon be over. Eventually she had to 
be lifted away from lapping her ice cream with the other 
puppies. This insult brought a wail of indignation. She 
howled in Grandpa’s arms, and more when passed to Grand- 
ma’s arms and supremely when given over to the finality of 
the nurse’s firm grasp. Salvation came in the form of a smil- 
ing face who spoke to the nurse. 

, “May I give Emmie her bath? I don’t have any little girls 
at home.” 

The tears stopped and the big eyes pleaded. She was shifted 
into the soft arms of the twins’ special person. 

It was a happy splash bath with the person whose name 
was unclear—-Momma? Mother? Jean?—the soft-smiling lady 
on her knees beside the tub. 

' Jean washed Emmie from head to toe, wrapped her in a 
big towel, carried her giggling in to choose her pajamas and 
then held her close. Just before the long black lashes closed 
it was planned that Emmie must hurry to sleep because to- 
morrow Jean and the boys would come over to get Emmie 
and she could ride-their ponies and they would all have a 
picnic. 

The senator arrived the next day just before noon. His 
parents greeted him, and his gaze was directed out the 
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kitchen window to the back pasture where two saddled Shet- 
lands carried his daughter and a twin on one, and the match 
to the set, holding a food basket, on the other horse, while 
Jean walked between them. ; 

She was being nudged on the shoulder by the unhappy 
Arabian, who couldn’t understand why the Shetlands were 
honored and he, the great prized one, was not in favor with 
his mistress. Jean turned then, as Joe raised the binoculars 
handed him, and he saw her speak to the horse, who 
stopped and then followed at a more distant pace, his head 
drooping. . 

Joe gave the glasses back to his mother, displeased to see 
that Jean was still unable to ride. 

“Don’t rush her, son. Just ease her along. And Emmie 
loves her. She let Jean bathe her last night.” 

“How’s Jean been?” 

“Polite, friendly, but distant, too. Off in her own thoughts: 
When you speak to her it’s like calling her back from some- 
where else.” 

“In other words, no change.” 

“I guess: not.” 

He shook his head. “I’d hoped when she got here 
again...” He sighed and loosened his tie. 

“You may be trying to do something that no one can do 
except Jean herself.” 

“Tf we don’t try to help, Mother, who the hell will?” 

Emmie was the one to spy Joe first. The four each had a 
corner of the quilt and were spreading it on a thick grass 
carpet beneath a stand of oaks. Emmie dropped her corner 
and began jumping up and down. He walked toward them, 
wearing a big disarming smile, his arms open for chubby 
Emmie’s running leap. The boys crowded around him, too, 
very much impressed with their friend the senator. 

Jean was setting out the picnic, an unreadable smile 
vaguely turning her lips. She threw him a celery stalk, which 
he caught. 

“I thought you’d never get here.” 

“You were expecting me?” 

““T have this talent, remember?” 

“Ah, yes.” 

“Also, Emmie said her daddy would be here today.” 

Jean’s attention immediately turned back to the business 
of setting out the food. Joe sat down and leaned against a 
tree. Soon Emmie was climbing all over him, and the twins 
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settled in front of him, asking questions. Over their heads, 
Joe could watch Jean without seeming to do so. 

God, was she nervous! Her color had deepened by several 
shades and her fingers clumsily fumbled everything she 
touched. She finally gave up and turned her back: to all of 
them, hugging her legs. 

“Hey, Mom! Can we get our sandwiches? I’m hungry.” 

“Yes, You all help yourselves.” She got up quickly and 
walked away. “I'll be back later.” She was almost running. 

Karl and Freddie looked at each other, their embarrass- 
ment shining. Neither said anything while they got their 
sandwiches and nibbled until Emmie. started calling Jean 
back. . 

“Momma? Momma! Jean 

“Shh—Emmie! She’s going for a wal Sa 

“She'll be back.” 

“Emmie walk!” 

“Come here, Em. You stay with Daddy.” Joe sat her on 
his knee. Then she decided he was was hungry, whereupon 
her fat hands stuffed his face with chicken-salad sandwich. 

The boys laughed at Em and her good-natured, gentle 
daddy. And Freddie got his nerve up to speak. : 

“Please pardon Mother, Senator Devereaux. She’s still up- 
set sometimes.” 

“T know all about it, son. I understand.” 

“You know?” Karl’s eyes grew wide. . 

“T went over there, remember?” 

“Oh, yeah.” 

“] ’preciate you going to help our mother.” 

“he’s one of my dearest friends.” 

“T know. She likes you too.” 
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“Oh?” 
“Yeah. Every time your name is mentioned she looks 
funny.” 


“But Mom don’t . . . she doesn’t smile anymore.” 

“Tt takes time.” The senator was frowning. 

“Will Mom get all right, Senator Devereaux?” 

Joe stood up. “We'll see to it. You just love her, take care 
of her and have patience. She’ll get over it.” 

“Do you like Mom a lot?” 

“Yes, I do.” 

“Yeah, I thought so.” 

“I think she'll probably come back if I leave now. So Pil 
take Emmie on home for her n-a-p.” 
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“But you haven’t finished eating!” 

“I’m not hungry, but I am tired from the plane ride.” 

“Senator. Devereaux? Will you come to see us?” 

“Yeah, come and have dinner tonight!” 

“Please?” 

Joe squatted down and studied the twins. “Tell you what, 
boys. You okay it with your mother and have her call me if 
it doesn’t interfere with other plans.” 

“Yes, sir!” 


At the cookout that night, Jean’s nerves held steady, Joe 
noticed. Perhaps because he purposely left her alone and con- 
centrated on the boys and their pitching lessons. During the 
meal he answered questions about anything that popped into 
their heads. His reward was a hand on his shoulder when 
Jean gave him his plate of strawberry shortcake. The three 
males had settled on the back steps after supper. And she sat 
quietly down beside him, her long skirt touching his pants 
leg. She. even laughed a little. Apparently the trick was not to 
look at her. 

The boys disappeared just as dusk filtered over the evening. 

Jean picked up the four plates. “Come in the house, Joe. 
It’s cooler.” 

“Yeah. Stuffy outside.” 

She left the dessert dishes in the empty sink and they went 
into the study. 

“Would you like to watch TV?” 

“I'd rather just relax with some soft music and soft lights.” 

“Sounds nice, You select the music, and shall I pour you a 
sherry?” 

“No thanks, honey. How do you like this music?” 

“Sounds fine.” 

He sat on the sofa and was startled when she sat close be- 
side him. Automatically his arm went behind her and his 
hand rested on her shoulder. But at her flinch he immedi- 
ately withdrew and went over to the window. 

“Nice night. Stars are going to be bright.” 

Jean moved quietly up beside him and took his arm. “For- 
give me, Joe.” 

“What for?” 

“TI know I’m as flighty as a wild bird.” 

“Yes. You are.” 

“Joe, there are some things you don’t know, and if you 
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“Why don’t you tell me, honey?” 

Her hands measured the pleats in the drapes as she told 
him quickly about why she finally went to Paris and wound 
up staying with Andy, and of her plans to help him, even 
perhaps to marry him. But the hands folded tightly together 
and she turned away when she started telling about the drugs 
and finally about the night. 

Joe stopped her. “All right, Jeanie. You've told me. Now 
let’s forget it. It’s over and done with and it’s a new day.” 

“I wish I could forget.” 

“Tt will take time.” 

“Is that all? Just time?” 

“Maybe effort.” ; 

“Joe, can’t you see why I’m ashamed to face you? I still 
can’t believe I went to him, but I’ve done so many things 
the last few years I never thought I’d do.” 

“We all have. I just wish that you’d gotten my letter 
sooner.” ; 

“Don’t let anything hinge on my answer to that. I honestly 
don’t know, considering the frame of mind I was in.” 

“You were alone. You thought no one else wanted you. 
And that’s my fault, cause I did, Jean. I’ve always wanted 
you.” 

“Joe, you deserve so much better than me.” 

“There’s no such thing as. better than you.” 

“T eave me alone, Joe. I’m.so tired. All I want is to be left 
alone. I never want to feel anything, ever again. Please under- 
stand.” 

“TI do, Jean. But I also know that whether you want to or 
not, you care for me. Isn’t that enough for us to start with?” 

“JT don’t want to start anything again. All I want is to raise 
my kids in peace and quiet and hope that they can forget 
someday and that we can all live it down.” 

“Can’t we do that together?” - 

“Y would be detrimental to your career, and you know it. 
Only a matter of time before some smart reporter publishes 
the whole ‘true story.’ ” 

“Jean...” He put his hands on her shoulders and turned 
her to face him. “I’ll never give up on you, Jean. I’m not 
going to lose you again.” 

“You can’t lose what doesn’t exist.” 

He kissed her, but the lips beneath his were cool and life- 
less. 
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“Jean, Pl give you time, but I’m going to be waiting for 
you.” 


Chapter Seventy 


The senator didn’t get back to East Texas until the afternoon 
of July 3, a Wednesday.-But he would be free until the follow- 
ing Tuesday. Nearly a week to relax—and to win Jean. To 
be with her, all the kids, his folks. Joe read the note his 
parents left on the kitchen table for him and drove’ up to 
the lake cabin. They were at the marina eating “all the fish 
you can eat on a Wednesday night” and waiting for the 
fireworks display at dark, about nine. It was peaceful on 
the waters of the lake in the twilight. Fishermen were still 
out, testing the theory that the best summer fishing is just at 
dark or at daylight. 

Joe stood in the doorway of the marina restaurant, con- 
spicuous in the suit and tie which he’d been in too much of 
a hurry to change. His parents sat in the corner booth with 
Emmie and the twins. Was that Jean? Her hair a drab brown? 
Where was the vibrant deep red that was only hers—and 
where was the silver streak? She’d dyed it! He shook his head 
and walked over to them. Emmie clambered onto the table 
and had to be pulled back and cleaned up before she was 
allowed to jump into Daddy’s arms, jabbering and patting 
delightedly. Joe sat across from Jean. ; 

“Someone. please introduce me to this pretty young lady.” 

Karl giggled. “That’s Mom! She fooled you, huh?” 

“She’s fooled a lot of people. We’re hiding out!” Freddie’s 
grin was broad for his idol, the senator. 
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“My name’s Joe Devereaux.” He took her hand. “And 
who might you be?” 

“My name ees Mata Hari, monsieur.” 

“Oh ho! Listen, Mata, I got all kinds of deep dark secrets. 
Wanta hear some of them?” 

“Sorry, dahling. I am—how you say—retired.” 

“That’s a shame.” At her rejection he turned his attention 
back to the rest of the group and pretended ‘she hadn’t very 
neatly turned him away, again. : 

But the fried fish was good, and the french fries, hush 
puppies and coleslaw. There was a lighthearted mood at his 
table and Jean did laugh and crack jokes with him. 

They had just finished eating when the fireworks display 
started, and they drifted outside to stand with the crowd and 
watch. The twins gathered with some other boys they’d met 
and Jean and Mary took turns holding Emmie back as they 
settled on the wooden porch steps. 

Standing off to one side, Joe spoke to Clayton. “How’s she 
been?” ‘i 

“Better, I think. As Jong as no one tries to get too close. 
That’s when she retreats.” : 

“What in the world is the hair-dye business?” 

*J ord, I don’t know. It was like that when we got here. 
We didn’t ask and she didn’t explain. I guess Jean’s hiding 
from the news folks.” 

“Well, ’'m going to try it again.” 

“Take lots of patience.” 

Joe sighed and nodded. 

“I’m going after a beer. Want one?” 

“No thanks.” Joe turned so that he could see Jean on the 
steps without appearing to. She and Mary had their heads 
together. The fireworks could have been a thousand miles 
away. 

Mary rocked the little one and shook her head. “It’s wrong 
for you to keep running so, Jean.” 

“Please understand. You know how I feel about Joe, 
but...” 

“Not really. Tell me how you feel. I'd like to hear.” 

“IT fove him, Mary, and I admire him more than anyone 
T’ve ever known—at least any man.” 

“What kind of love? You’ve been known for loving folks, 
but—” 

“You know what I mean.” 

“Then say. it.” 
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Jean hugged her knees and hid her face against them. “I’m 
in love with Joe.. Always have been, always will be.” 

“Well there! You said it. Now why, for God’s sake, are 
you throwing away your last chance?” 

“Oh, Mary! Can’t you see? A United States senator? And 
me?” Jean paused and pulled up a blade of tall grass. 

“I’m sorry. I don’t see.” 

“Mary, I’m not . ... I wouldn’t be an asset to his career. 
That’s the most tactful way I can say it. And Emmie 
deserves a mother she can be proud of.” - 

“Jean, you're being way too hard on yourself. If Jde’s 
willing, well, to forgive and forget, why can’t you? He’s 
been going through hell for nearly two months now. Hasn’t 
he proved that he’s sorry for the past?” 

“He’s a good man. He always has been and I love him too 
much to give in to what I want more than anything.” 

“Give him a chance, Jean. Give yourself a chance. One 
more time, to try and work it out. You owe him that.” 

“Yes, I do owe him—too much to give in to weakness and 
saddle him with a wife who'd be a liability. There’s a chance 
that Joe could be President someday!” 

“Jean, just promise me that you'll stay here and give him 
a week of your time. Relax and give it a chance, will you? 
Just gamble one more time?” 

Jean patted her shoulder. “Mary, I love you. You're a 
good, kind woman. And I love Clayton, and this little 
precious . . . and my darling Joe. I guess if you want me 
to, Ill stay.” 

Emmie climbed into her lap and looked at her closely in 
that curious way. very small children have. Jean returned the 
gaze and kissed the little hand that patted her face. 

“Mary? Will you answer me honestly?” 

SVieCs” 

“Am I what you want for Joe and Emmie?”’ 

“Yes, Jean. I know you—we all do—better than you know 
yourself right now. Your mistakes weren’t as bad as you see 
them, dear.” 

Jean’s eyes searched Mary’s. The clear brown eyes 
answering back were positive. Jean patted her friend’s knee 
and stood up to carry Emmie over to Joe. 

For a moment, Jean hesitated, then laid her head against 
Joe’s shoulder and a strong arm went around her. She was 
thankful for the darkness. She felt his cheek against her 
hair, and his hand on her face. 
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“Welcome home, Jeanie.” 

She touched his neck with her lips and whispered back, “T 
love you, Joe Devereaux.” 

Then she puiled away, and Emmie bounced to her daddy, 
almost slipping to the ground before he secured his arms 
around her. 

“Young lady, one of these days you're going to do that 
when I’m not looking and you'll land right on your. curly 
head!” 

She cackled and turned her jabbering attention back to 
the sprinkling lights in the sky, which gradually faded. 

The crowd of people scattered in all directions. 

“Jean? Can we talk tonight? After the boys are in bed?” 
_ “All right. I'm going-now to tuck them in. I'll see you in 
about an hour.” 

“Good enough.” 

She kissed Emmie and patted Joe’s cheek at the same 
time, and she was gone to round up her protesting sons, 
with Emmie calling after her. 


Joe sat at the kitchen table and watched her make coffee. 

“You've got yourself quite a tan, Jeanie.” 

She grinned back. “Yes,.I have. And I’ve gained five 
pounds, too.” ; 

“Glad to hear it, You sure do look great. If I'm allowed 
to say that.” 

“You're allowed.” She brought two cups of hot coffee 
over and sat opposite him. 

“Am I also allowed to ask why you dyed that pretty ted 
hair?” 

Jean blushed and looked at a handful of her brown hair. 
“I just. . . did it.” She shrugged. ; 

“Why?” He sipped his coffee, holding the cup with both 
hands, his eyes studying her. 

“I’m incognito.” 

“Ts that it?” 

“Of course. What else?” 

“I miss the red hair.” 

“fll wash out. This is only a rinse.” 

“When?” 

“Tt don’t know. Does the color of my hair really matter so 
much?” 

“Yes, I fell'in love with a redhead.” 

“Tomorrow, I’ll be a redhead.” 
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Suddenly there was much to be said, yet both were afraid. 
He noticed Jean was studying him carefully in little glances. 

He smiled whenever their eyes met. Finally she put her 
cup down and looked at her hands in her lap. “Joe, tell me 
something?” 

“Yes, dear?” 

“What are your... how do you... oh... I for- 
got what I was. going to say.” 

“What are my intentions? Strictly honorable, Jean. But 
I’m not going to rush you, honey.” , 

“You know I’m afraid to get involved again, even with 
you.” 

“I understand, honey. I’ve never given you any reason to 
have faith in me. But I’m going to prove to you that this 
time it’s going to be -different—and we have plenty of time. 
We'll take it slow and easy.” 

“You see, Joe, what little I’ve got left is all I have. I can’t 
lose everything. I’ve got to retain something for the boys.” 

“Jean, I’m asking only that you give me a few days to 
prove to you how much I love you—to prove I’m serious. I 
won't push until you believe me. Then I'll whisk you away 
on my horse, okay?” 

She smiled. “Sounds glorious. But I don’t believe in ‘they 
lived happily ever after’ anymore, Joe. That’s only in the 
children’s books, because children have to have hope in 
order to have the nerve to grow up in this world: But when 
you do grow up, and expect that happy ending, it all hits 
you right between the eyes. If you’re like me—stupid, that 
is—you get up again and again and say to yourself, ‘Just a 
little fall, but around the next corner is the grail and the 
happy ending, if I'll just keep my chin up and be noble and 
good.’ But around the next corner is the same wrecking ball 
aimed right at you. Finally, Joe, finally you realize that if 
you just stay there and lie still you won’t be knocked down 
again.” ; 

“Jeanie, if you stay down you get stomped. Besides, maybe 
you just need to learn to dodge better.” 

“You think I can avoid the mighty arm of gravity?” 

“If you're quick enough on your feet.” 

“IT need some practice. Want to play a slow game of tennis — 
in the morning?” 

“Been a long time—but I’d like that, hon.” 

He stood up. “It’s nearly midnight. I’d better go.” 
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She took the hand he offered as they walked to the front 
porch. “Thank you for coming over.” 

“Thank you, honey. I enjoyed it.” He touched her chin 
and briefly kissed her. “Goodnight, darling.” 

“Goodnight, Joe Devereaux. Sleep well the sleep of the 
good and pure.” ; 

He laughed and patted her face before he went down the 
steps. 

She watched him disappear up the path, then went back 
inside. 

Jean lay awake a long time that night, sorting and re- 
arranging the debris that cluttered her mental house. 


Jean was nervous about the shorts—even though there 
were no scars on her legs, and they were well tanned from the 
fishing. And the shirt she wore had a high neck, long 
sleeves. 

Before, it didn’t matter, practicing with the twins on 
the other side of the net. But Joe—what would he think? A 
tennis dress would show what she had to hide: the goddam 
hideous marks on her body. 

“Hello, Emmie.” 

Sbe spoke to the child on the front porch. Emmie was 
trying to climb into the hammock, but at ‘the sight of Jean 
she ran to her. © 

“Good morning, love. Big kiss for Jean. Ah, that’s sweet! 
Hey, where’s your daddy? Bet he doesn’t know you're out by 
yourself, does he? Can I play with him today, hmm?” 

Mary answered the knock. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Is that 
child out again? Have to watch her like a hawk.” 

“She was just on the porch—the hammock.” 

“She does love that old mildewed thing! How are you this 
morning, Jean?” 

A deep voice came from the kitchen. “Who’s out there?” 

“Who wants to know?” 

“Get in here, gal.” 

She came grinning into the kitchen with Emmie in her 
arms. Joe got up and pulled out a chair. “Hello, pretty 
thing. How are you today?” 

Clayton nodded. “Morning, Jean. Have some breakfast?” 
he asked. Mary handed her a.cup of coffee. 

“No, thanks, Clayton. The boys and I have already eaten— 
ae they’re off setting up a ballgame with the other kids. But 
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those are pretty biscuits. Don’t tell me you made them 
from scratch!” 


Clayton laughed. “Yes, Jean. She scratched them out of a 
can!” 

Emmie didn’t know what they were laughing about but 
she laughed hardest of all and bounced up and down, 
causing the coffee to spill down Jean’s front. 

“Uh-oh!” She set the child down and shook her blouse 
away from her skin. “That’s a bit warm!” 

“Are you all right, honey?” 

“Yes, it’s just that it’s my last clean blouse.” 

Joe stared at her. Jean realized that he must know why 
she had worn that shirt. She turned away. “Maybe I can 
sponge it off.” 

Mary went with her to the sink and they worked on the 
coffee stains. 

“You didn’t bring a tennis dress, honey?” Joe asked. 

He knew, dammit! “Yes, I did, but...” 

“You'll never know till you try, will you?” 

She hesitated. “I'll be back after while.” 

“How about if I come down and give my opinion?” 

She looked at him a minute before she nodded, then left. 

“Mary, messages are flying all around us, and I can’t figure 
them out, can you?” Clayton said. 

“Mighty mysterious.” ; 

| Joe smiled. “Her hair is red again. Did you notice?” 
“Well, I'll be. It sure is. Seemed so natural I didn’t pay 

any attention to the change.” 

Clayton asked, “How’d that come about, Joe?” 

“I just made up my mind she was going to be well again, 
and soon; I also made up my mind she’s going to be my wife 
before the summer’s over.” 

“Determination!” 

“Reckon so.” 

“What’s all this business about the tennis dress?” 

“Mama, don’t say anything about it, but that bastard 
Bartel hurt her bad. You can’t imagine what he did to her. 
She has scars.” Joe looked out the window by the table and 
tried to control the anger that churned whenever he thought 
of Bartel. 

“I kind of figured it was worse than we'd heard.” 

Joe shut his eyes and tried to rub the images away by 
Massaging his brow. 

_ “We don’t have to talk about it, son.” 
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“Irs all right, Dad. Jean was staying with the s.o.b. 
When my letter came he went into a rage and . . . anyway, 
Jean has scars that she’s ashamed of. The doctor told me all 
about it.” 

“Joe, go on down and help her decide about the dress.” 

He kissed his daughter, who climbed at his legs, then 
handed her up to’her grandmother’s lap. “See you later, Em.” 

“Daddy go work?” 

“Right. Daddy go to work. Good breakfast, Mama.” 

He went into his bedroom and changed into shorts and a 
knit shirt. When he walked down the path to Jean’s cabin the 
racket slapped against his leg and his expression was thought- 
ful. 

Jean appeared at the door, her embarrassment showing 
painfully. 

“My, you’re looking pretty. Now what’s wrong with 
that? You’re cute as can be!” 

Jean looked in the mirror over the sofa. The makeup did 
hide the few places that had showed. Maybe he couldn’t see 
them after all. Joe took her arm. “What are we waiting for? 
It’s getting hotter by the minute. Bet it hits a hundred today, 
and the humidity has got to be ninety percent. I’m already 
sweating!” 

When the game was over, though they were boiling 
and exhausted with sweat running from every pore, they were 
happy. Joe looked into Jean’s face, which was bright-red 
from. exertion, but also bright with that old spirit she’d had 
before. God, it was good to see it again! 

“Pm for a swim. At least I can beat you at that, I hope 

Her smile disappeared, but.she pasted it back quickly. 

“No! You go ahead. I’m headed for a shower. And I’ve got 
to feed the boys.” 

“Jean, come swim with me. No one is in the pool now. 
Hell, we'll just jump in as we are!” 

“Oh, that would be cute! See the sign, Senator? Swim 
suits only!” 

“Who cares? Come on. I’m burning up!” 

She smiled and put her tennis racket on her shoulder. 
“See you later. Come down when you want to.” 

He shook his head as she walked away quickly to get the 
twins, whose shouts could be heard from the sandlot not far 
away. 

Well, he’d won one important battle, anyway. Can’t win ’em 
all in one day. 
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Chapter Seventy-One 


A last luminous glow flashed over the horizon as they sat 
holding hands on the wooden bench and listened to the clear. 
call of a little sparrow. All around them there was a sudden’ 
eruption of insect and frog voices. Across the lake another 
glow brightened like a golden spotlight behind the trees and 
appeared to bounce up and sit atop the pines. 

Joe felt an excitement flow from Jean’s hand, felt the 
rustle beside him as she strained forward as though being 
drawn to the light. There was a wonderment about her face as 
he looked; she was Jean once more. Her moonlit face showed 
color again, from the sun, from life, from love. And she 
seemed actually to be communicating with the beauty un- 
folding before them. As in the twinkling instant it takes a 
shooting star to streak its brightness across the horizon his 
mind was illumined; Joe finally knew why he had continued 
to love her despite all impasse. In that crystal moment he saw 
beauty completely divorced from the. physical, in its true 
identity—in qualities—not in Jean, but radiated by her. And 
in that moment he understood that he had clung to Jean 
because she held the key to finding his own’ soul. 

The thought bewildered him, and he was glad when his 
attention was drawn back. Jean lifted both their hands to 
point at a series of splashes. 

_ “Shad! Bass are feeding! We ought to be out there right 
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- “You want to?” 

“No. I guess the kids would worry. But we'll go early in 
the morning if you’d like.” 

“We need to get out there by four or they. won't be biting. 
Let’s go now and get our bait.” 

“But it’s late. Won't the marina be closed?” 

“We'll take a run over there and see. It’s a pretty night 
for a drive.” 

“All right. By gosh, it’s about time we caught us some 
serious fish!” 

“You, lady, are like a hurricane. You sit still and soak up 
‘energy and here you come!” 

“Mais sho! Come on now, you! Do you think those gold- 
fish would help? How about worms? I’ve heard the big 
purple plastic worms are good this time of year!” 

“We'll try ’em ail!” 

By the time the shiners were in the strainer bucket and 
tied to the back of the boat they heard the sounds of the 
children’s voices up at the cabin. 

“Don’t hear Emmie. She must have conked out already.” 

“You have a beautiful child. She’s quite a precocious little 
bundle of energy.” 

“If you're saying she’s a pistol, you're right there!” 

“Bet you wouldn’t trade her off, though. Would you?” 

“Tord, I reckon not! Emmie’s been the only sunshine in 
my life for a long time. Until you came back.” 

“I know what you mean. The boys drive me up the wall 
at times, yet I can’t imagine life without them.” 

“You should be proud of yourself, raising them so well 
without a father.” 

“No, I can’t take credit, really. Neva raised them. Tve 
been too busy to be the kind of mother I could have been. 
Sometimes I regret all the time I could have been with 
them and wasn’t.” 

“Jean, I feel the same way about Emmie. There are so 
many things that keep us away. But I think Mama’s right 
when she tells me, as she often does, that it’s the quality of 
the time spent with a child. You know my mama.” 

“She’s a very wise and a very dear woman.” 

“She’s a bossy little hen, but I don’t mind telling you I'd 
have never made it this last couple of years without her and 
Daddy.” 

“You loved Emilie more than you realized, didn’t you?” 

He paused and filled his palm with the soft hair at her 
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. shoulder. “It’s hard to explain. I never wanted to hurt her, and 
I nearly went crazy when she died, but Jean, to be honest, 
it was guilt. Guilt because I never did love Emilie.” 

“T know. I still feel guilty for not being able to really love 
Andy. If I had loved him, or if I’d stayed away from him, I 
think he’d have been all right.” 

“It’s hard to know, Jean, when you’re dealing with a 
psychosis like his. But Jean, we’ve gone through enough. And 
I think it’s time we both stopped paying emotional blackmail.” 

She laughed and pecked his cheek. “I’ll vote for that, 
senator!” 

“I guess we better go tuck the young’uns in.” He. grabbed 
her hand and they went up the path at a gallop. 

The boys were sitting on the steps of the Devereaux cabin. 
Emilie lay asleep against her grandpa’s shoulder in the swing, 
and Mary was inside making a pot of coffee. 

“Here, Daddy. I’d better put this little ol’ gal to bed now.” 
Joe took the baby and carried her inside and smiled a moment 
over her crib as he watched her sleep. He bent to kiss her, 
brushing the curls from her face. “Goodnight, little imp.” He 
gave her a pat on the rump and covered her with a light 
blanket, then went into the kitchen. 

“Hello, lady. Were the kids good?” 

“Of course. Not’a bit of trouble,” Mary assured him. 

“I, uh, I got sort of a problem. Jean and I want to go 
fishing early tomorrow, and I know she won’t leave the kids 
by themselves. How do you reckon we could work it?” 

“Well, they could sleep here on the sofa, or in your bed 
and you could take the sofa.” 

“Since there’s two of them maybe we’d better give them 
the bed, ’ein?” He kissed the top of her head. “I appreciate 
you, Mother.” 

She smiled. “Here. Take Jean a cup of coffee. I’ll bring 
Clayton’s.” 

When he returned to the porch, Jean and his father were 
talking bass fishing while the boys chased frogs. 

“Coffee, honey?” 

“Thanks. I'll take a sip. But I don’t want to stay awake 
tonight. I’m going to catch fish in the morning. I feel it in 
my bones.” 

The elder Devereaux studied the moon. “Fish’ll bite good 
tonight and early tomorrow morning. They always bite good 
before a storm.” 

“What are you talking about? There’s not a sign of rain.” 
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‘Daddy’s right, honey. See the haze around the moon? 
You’ve heard of a ring around the moon, haven’t you? There 
it is.” 

“I’m telling you true, Jean. You all fish early and get 
back in, oh, I’'d say before two o’clock tomorrow. It'll start 
clouding about noon and rain by three.” 

“Come on, now!” 

“Wait and see.” 

“Okay, then I’d better say goodnight to you all.” Jean stood 
to leave. “And thanks for helping with the twins.” 

“Sure, honey. Goodnight.” 

“Pll walk you back.” Joe’s arm closed around Jean’s 
shoulder as he stood on her porch and said quietly, “You sure 
you’re not afraid to stay here alone?” 

“Don’t worry. I’ll be all right, and it’s going to be morning 
before we realize it.” 

He was pleased that she relaxed against him and returned 
his goodnight kiss. 

“Jean, I do love you so much.” 

“Joe, you’ve always been... ” 

“What?” 

“The man I love.” 

“To hell with fishing! I’ve about got you where I want 
you! Marry me! How about tomorrow, Jean? We can take 
off for Louisiana!” 

“Tomorrow? Oh, honey! Let’s not rush it!” - 

“Hell, why not? I’ve been waiting long enough. Tomorrow’s 
Saturday. I have to be back in Washington Tuesday morning. 
I know that’s not much of a honeymoon, with the kids to 
fool with and all, but honey, go back with me?” 

“Joe, let me have just a little more time. Yourll recess for 
the elections by mid-October, won’t you? Why not wait till 
then?” 

“But I've got a full schedule of stumping for others right 
up until election day.” 

“I'll make a deal with you. Let’s go fishing tomorrow. 
Then Sunday we'll take all the kids and your folks and slip 
over to Louisiana.” 

He swung her around and let out a loud Texas yell. 

“By God, Jean! By God! Who the hell wants to fish 
tomorrow? I sure don’t have fishing on my mind!” 

“I do! I can marry you any old day, but the fish won't 
always be biting.” 

“Thanks!” 
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“Darling, I need tomorrow. There are a few things I need 
to talk to you about.” 

He kissed her. “Oh, Jean, my Jean. This wedding’s going to 
happen. Nothing short of eternity will stop me from marrying 
you.” 

“Sunday then?” 

“Sunday.” . 

When he got back to his parent's cabin, Joe sauntered up 
to Clayton, grinning. 

“Daddy, what are you and Mother going to be doing 
Sunday?” ; 

“Don’t know. What you got in mind?” 

“You all want to come to my wedding?” bees 

“Well I'll be damned. That what the war whoop was about 
while ago?” 

“Yep!” . e 

“I reckon it’s about time.” 

“I can’t believe she’s really said yes. It’s been five years 
now that I’ve loved her.” He sat down on the step beside his 
father. “In a way it seems like only yesterday. You know 
what I mean?” 

Clayton scraped around the pipe bowl with his pocketknife. 

“Yeah. I think I know what you mean.” 

“These past years are like a dream that I’m just waking 
up from. None of it seems real to me, not even my time with 
Emilie. Have I really been a senator of the United States for 
the last two years?” 

“Well, if you haven’t, some people are gonna be awful 
upset.” 

“You know, I’m so happy, and yet, frankly, I’m scared to 
death something’s going to come up again and stop it. I 
think it would kill me if I lost Jean again.” 

“Yep. She’s a real sweet girl. Think a lot of Jean. Mary and 
I both do.” i 

“Jean changed my life.” 

“Seems like that’s when you started to grow up, all right. 
What are you all gonna do about her work?” 

“Please! No complications! I don’t want her backing out 
now!” 

“Then how are you gonna handle whatever decision she 
makes? That’s the real issue, anyhow.” ; 

“I'm going to do nothing. She’ll work her. way and T’ll 
work mine. As long as we sleep in the same bed at night.” 

“Pity you all couldn’t see it that way years ago.” 5 

54 


“Damn, ain’t it the truth! But it’s too late to worry about 
that now. Besides! Forty-eight hours from now I'll be in bed 
with my wife!” 

“She able yet?” 

Joe’s grin faded. “That'll work out. May take a while. 
However long it takes for Jean, I’ve got plenty of time—the 
rest of my life. Daddy, I know Jean is not like she will be. 
She’s still lying at anchor, but I know she’ll go under her own 
power soon. She loves me. I’ll just have to allow her freedom 
to be herself. That’s the only way to keep a free spirit like 
hers. Of course, the beauty of it is that a marriage like ours 
will also allow me to be free. Two spirits who love but don’t 
cling, who don’t feed on each other—two people who 
complement one another—I finally understand it. Jean and 
I are finally ready for each other. Right now she needs me 
to stand by until she takes on a new supply of fuel, but when 
that’s accomplished we'll set sail, two independent boats, two 
independent skippers, with three little luggers trailing 
behind—sort of our own fleet!” 

Joe laughed as his father shook his head and grinned. 


Chapter Seventy-Two 


The day had begun, clear and crisp and cool, with the sounds 
of laughter and clanking bait buckets and tackle falling 
against. the fiberglass sides of the boat. Jean and Joe found 
themselves almost whispering as they loaded up and stepped 
onto the dew-wet creaky deck. The rumbling hum of the big 
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engine backing them away from the dock seemed intrusive, 
as though its noisy impatience had awakened too soon the 
early morning that had just been born. 

Putting the gear into forward motion, Joe opened the throt- 
tle so that the boat sat up on top, noisily swallowing the silent 
waters. 

The boat slowed as they approached a stand of trees and 
slid between. Joe cut the motor and they drifted on the tree- 
enclosed pond within the big lake. 

“Okay, gal. Here’s where I show you how to catch fish.” 

“You think so, do you?” Jean reached into the tackle box 
and got a hook, attaching it to the swivel and putting a cork 
on the line. She scooped a tiny net into the bait bucket. 
Before Joe had his rod out of the side well she was fishing. 

“Old fisher gal, eh?” 

She grinned up at him, wiping her hands on the faded 
jeans she wore, and propped her hip against the side of the 
boat to watch her cork bob. 

“How deep you fishing?” — 

“About twelve feet.” 

“All you going to catch is crappie.” 

“Mighty good eating, though. Besides, I’ve caught bass 
lots of times like this.” 

“Sure you have.” He patted her shoulder and walked 
through the divided windshield to the front of the boat, 
casting a Brush Baby far out. As he played the line in he 
watched Jean. Beautiful Jean, his Jean, was back. She was 
okay again. Her shiny hair waved back and was caught in a 
simple blue scarf, one auburn wisp curling down in front of 
each ear. 

“You really going to marry me tomorrow?” 

She looked up to where he stood leaning an elbow against 
the windshield, his lure sinking to the bottom as he forgot it 
and searched her for reassurance. 

She nodded and laughed. “Yes, I am.” 

“Sure are calm about it.” 

She shrugged, that teasing light in her eyes. “Oh, well, 
it’s a quiet excitement once you've caught the fish.” 

“Thank you, dear. Just for that I won’t tell you that your 
cork just went out of sight:” 

“Oh! Look! That little booger’s putting up a fight. Hey- 
hey-hey! Come on, now. Look at that rod! I got a whale on 
here!” 

Joe leaned his rod aside and got the big net. He laughed 
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as he scooped the fish. “Some whale! Must be all of six 
inches long!” ies. 

Jean grinned. “Here. I'll take him off and throw him back.” 
“Tl do it for you.” 

She almost protested, but stood back and let him slip the 
hook gently from the mouth of the tiny perch. 

“Back you go! We'll get you next year when we come 
fishing on our anniversary!” 

Laughing, Jean hugged him from bebind as he rebaited 
her hook and flopped it out into the water. He turned and 
wiped his hands on his pants, then hugged her. 

“Tomorrow night, Jean. Umm. Honey, I’m going to love 
you.” 

Her fingers buttoned and unbuttoned the top fastener of 
his shirt. “That’s one of the things, Joe. You know-—that I 
wanted to talk to you about.” A worried frown scored a line 
between her brows. “Can you accept me without reservations 
despite what I did?” 

“Darling, you’re the one having trouble accepting yourself. 
As far as I’m concerned you were the victim all the way 
from the word go.” ; 

“Even my staying with Andy?” ’ 

“Jeanie, accept the fact that anyone can lose their bearings 
once in a while. If there was a debt to pay for it, you've 
already done so in full, and you ought to have change coming 
back.” 

“[m really grateful for your help, Joe. J don’t think I 
would have made it out of L’Hétel Dieu without it.” 

As he kissed her the breeze began to lift playfully and 
sway the boat. 

“Joe? There’s only one other thing that bothers me. And 
I'm kind of embarrassed about it.” She hung her head and 
sat down on the backward-facing vinyl seat. 

Joe crouched beside her and held her hands, which grasped 
his. 

“Jean, now you listen—if it’s about being with me—I 
mean, in bed—honey, I have all the patience in the world.” 

She reddened and looked away, but he reached a gentle 
band and turned her face back, caressing her cheek. 

“Jean, we're going to be man and wife. We've got to be 
able to discuss anything and everything, candidly. This is 
Joe, honey. There’s nothing you and I can’t work out.” 

“Pm afraid I'll be frigid. Every time I think of it, that 
terrible night resurrects. itself and I...” 
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Joe shut his eyes, then looked toward his deck shoes. “Do 
you think I’m rushing you, Jean? Would you like to postpone 
the wedding?” 

“I want to be a good wife to you more than anything. 
That’s why I’m afraid. If I don’t get over this, if I failed you, 
Joe, it would destroy me to ever make you unhappy.” 

“Honey, I promise if you'll marry me, I’ll be very gentle. 
I won’t even touch you until you want me to.” 

“You'd marry me, knowing I might not ever be .. . like 
I used to be?” 

“I want you, Jean. I love you. And I'll take you any way 
I can get you.” 

“Joe, am I doing the right thing? I want more than any- 
thing to marry you tomorrow. But what if I can’t... ” 

“Then we'll take each moment as it comes. We won't 
worry about the next time, or the last time, and we'll work 
out a relationship gradually that we can live with. The impor- 
tant thing is that we love each other.” 

“The thought of . . . entry .. . you know? It hurts me to 
think of it.” She held his hand fearfully tight. 

“Honey, I don’t have to enter for a while, until you’re 
ready. Have these years made you forget how talented I am?” 

She looked at his gentle face, questioning him. 

“Jeanie, we'll work something out, until you’re ready. Love 
has many ways to fulfillment.” 

“Oh, God! Thank you for this man!” The tears spilled over 
and she lay her head upon his hands sobbing, the last ves- 
tiges of restraint disappearing. ¥ 

“Jean, you have no reason to hang your head.” 

She smiled and nodded and Joe gave her his hanky,. 

“This is the last time you’ll see me cry. I’ve got so damn 
much to be grateful for. So I made some mistakes, and I’ve 
paid. Joe, you're right. I’ve wallowed in self-pity long enough. 
We'll have a good life. Y'Il be your wife, and your lover, with 
your help.” 

She held his face between her hands and whispered to him. 
“Til be a good lover, with your lips to guide me. And you 
know what? I’m almost ready right now.” She touched her 
lips to his and Joe took her in his arms. : ; 

“I knew you'd be all right. Honey, things are going to be 
sunshine and roses for us from now on. I promise.” 

“I promise too, Joe.” 

“What say we find a new spot, in deeper water? Let’s head 
down the river channel over yonder, okay?” 
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“Good enough.” 

“Just one problem.” 

“What's that, Joe?” : 

“J think that blasted Brush Baby is setting right in the 
middle of a briar patch at the bottom of this lake!” 

“Uh-oh!” Her eyes widened as she laughed. “This is going 
to be fun to watch!” 

“Yes! Fun-fun-fun!” He began to reel the line until it 
tightened. “Yep, dammit!” He kept working the rod out to 
each side with quick jerks, but to no avail. The lure was 
hung forever in some brush that had once been a tree in a 
pasture but now lay in the murky water below. Joe un- 
sheathed the Bowie knife at his belt and cut the line. 

“IT et’s move into the big part of the lake and try our hand 
‘in the deep water. If we can find the river bottom.” 

“T think I'll use a stinky ol’ cheese bait and catch a cat- 
fish.” 

“This time of year that cheese would have to lie still for 
least two hours before Mr. Mudcat would come near it.” 

“I’ve caught catfish before.” 

“Trotline?” 

“No. Cane pole.” 

“What time of year?” 

“Oh, spring, I guess.” 

“Only time of year you can catch a cat on a pole is spring. 
They'll bite anything then.” 

“Smart-ass!” 

“Pretty-ass!” ms 

“ABC offered to buy the last six months of my contract, 
you know.” 

“I’m glad. I was wondering about that, but I wasn’t about 
to mention anything that would cause you to change your 
mind about tomorrow.” 

“They're letting me go at Bartel Construction because I’m 
now an embarrassment where I once was their most prized 
asset. Strange, about tides turning, and all that.” 

“Stupid fools!” 

“Tt hurts a little, but I really am glad for the release. 'm 
tired. I’m going to sell the Houston house, and Ill get quite 
a lot from that. I’m just going to settle back and unlax for 
a while. Maybe Washington, D.C., can use a ‘housing expert’ 
when I’m ready?” 

“Unlax, huh?” He cranked up the boat and guided it 
through the trees and into the open water. The boat loped 
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along slowly and allowed the wind free access to the passen- 
gers.. The warm sun and the fresh wind felt good. Jean put on 
her sunglasses and lay back with her eyes shut. Joe removed 
his shirt to allow the sun to renew the tan he hadn’t had 
time to work on this year. He pulled the boat up and dropped 
anchor in the part of the lake that looked like a sea. The 
shore all around was far away, except for the concrete dam 
in front of them. : 

“I wonder if I’ve found the riverbed. Wish I had my depth 
finder. It’s being repaired.” 

“You want me to jump in and see how deep it is?” 

“I was just fixing to ask you if you’d do that very thing.” 

“Sun sure feels good. Out here you get to wondering why 
you ever worried about anything, don’t you?” 

“Yep. Now you know why I love to go out on the shrimp 
boats so much.” 

“Could I go with you sometime, you reckon?” 

“Sure. I’m planning to turn those boys into deck hands. 
That’s the real reason I’m marrying you.” - 

“Now it comes out!” : 

“Jean, what you said while ago, about relaxing for a 
while. I hate to mention it, honey, but . . . well, being a 
senator’s wife ain’t exactly going to be a layoff.” 

“Oh, well. I’m used to it. As long as I crawl into bed with 
you at night.” 

“Mmm, my baby.” 

“Oh, Joe—it seems that most of my life has been a pre- 
lude to this moment. It’s as if the whole strange fascination 
with Andy had never occurred, or even my marriage with 
Karl—as if it were all a dream, and now I’m awakening.” 

He reached over and touched her cheek. “Strange, but 
that’s the same way I feel. You know, I don’t remember our 
ever discussing your first marriage. I wonder why?” 

“Would you like me to tell you about my beautiful Karl?” 

“Yes, I think I would.” | 

“Tt was a special arrangement, our marriage. Neva and he 
planned it. It’s-all terribly melodramatic, and you'll think 
it’s impossible that such a thing could happen in the twentieth 
century, but . . . I was being forced, more or less, into a 
marriage with a real ape. My grandmother was a willful 
woman. I was only seventeen. We’d met Karl, Neva and I, a 
few months earlier. He’d rented a car and was touring East 
Texas. He loved East Texas. The pines reminded him some- 
what of Norway, he said. Our car had broken down and he 
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stopped to help us. I was fascinated. To me he was a knight 
errant. To. Neva he was a godsend. We all spent the day to- 
gether, and the next week we saw him every day. You know, 
as I look back, I don’t remember ever being alone with Karl 
before we married. I don’t even remember him kissing me. 
Do you think my memory is slipping? Anyway, once he even 
took us down to Port Neches to tour his ship. He was like 
a brother, or a father, and I was truly infatuated as only a 
seventeen-year-old country girl can be, by a romantic sea- 
man. He had a small tanker then, an old T-2. But he was so 
proud of it, because it was his first command. He had been a 
captain of that ship for ten years, and he kept it the way an 
old maid-keeps her house—spotless, you know. I’m sure his 
men must have hated him. He was only twenty-six when he 
became a captain. Anyway, I was supposed to be married to 
Jerry Lynn Scroggins the night of graduation. Jerry Lynn 
was one of those infamous ‘good of boys’-—you’ve known a 
few—and good ol’ boys don’t wait very long for their brides. 
Since I would wear a white dress to graduation, Grandmother 
saw not a bit of need in wasting a perfectly good white lace 
dress. The wedding was to be at her house. Oh, God! That 
was as close as I ever came to suicide—and Neva knew it. 
I hated Jerry Lynn. He was crude, vicious, prejudiced. He 
wanted to own me, body and soul. He thought I already had 
too much education to make a good wife, but I was big and 
strong. I suppose he thought I’d come in handy if one of his 
mules died, I don’t know. He had dropped out of school in 
the eighth grade, but he was still my protector, as he had 
been since we were first-graders. No other boy in the country 
would come near me. If I got to go anywhere, I had to go 
with Jerry Lynn. His family were pulpwood contractors, and 
even though they were savages, they had almost as much 
money as my grandmother, so she decided we were a match. 
But Neva and Karl whisked me away after graduation and 
we were married in Lake Charles, Louisiana. So, there I was, 
seventeen and scared and trying to make the best of it. We 
sailed from Lake Charles that night, and my grandmother 
died of a heart attack the next morning. I’d always thought 
her heart trouble was faked.” Jean sighed, and was silent for 
a moment. “Now. you know the story of my first matriage.” 

“My God! You’ve lived a hell of a life.” 

She shrugged. Her face was expressionless. 

“And I always thought you were a rich girl from way 
back. Finishing school, the whole works.” 
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Jean laughed wryly. “I never had much, Joe. Not much 
at all.” 

“No, you really didn’t—not of the important things, any- 
way. And yet, here you are. To me, you’ve always been . . . 
I don’t know, different . . . in a wonderful way Jean, you’re 
like . . . well, like I always imagined a queen would be— 
gentle, loving. I think that’s one reason I couldn’t believe 
you loved me. I always saw you as so far above me.” 

“Above you!” ; 

“I’m glad you told me, Jeanie. It makes me love you even 
more.” - 

She reached across and he took her hand and kissed it. 

“Jean, how old was Karl, when you married?” 

“Thirty-six.” 

He shook his head. “And you were only seventeen. My 
God. How soon before the twins?” 

“Karl took good care of me, Joe. He wanted only the best 
for me. He let me go to school and on to eventually get my 
degree in architecture. The night I got my degree we decided 
to start our family. be was very sweet. I was twenty-two, he 
was forty-one.” 

“Were you happy, Jean?” 

“You mean in bed, of course.” 

“Tm sorry. I have no right to pry.” 

“He was all I knew, Joe. He was patient and kind to me. 
He loved me. He taught me how to enjoy love. He was a 
wonderful man. But I never knew what lovemaking could 
be until I met you, Joe.” 

“You know, I’m just now realizing how much you really 
did love me, from the start. God! What a fool I’ve been!” 

“Can I give you some of your own advice, darling? Let’s 
close the door and run away.” 

He kissed both her hands. “But I’m glad you insisted that 
we talk now, before we marry. It makes tomorrow so much 
more special.” 

“Are you still in the mood to fish?” 

“No. I’m fished out. You?” 

“I’m worrying about a wedding dress and plane tickets 
and babysitters.” 

“Honey, you don’t have to wear anything special. It will 
just be a simple wedding before a justice of the peace. But 
I want you to wear the turquoise. Our color.” 
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“Yes. I ought to go home and pick up a few things. The 
boys only brought casual clothes.” 

“I brought that one suit. Maybe it will do. To tell you 
the truth, unless you just really need something, I hate to 
go all the way home and then back here to the line to marry. 
Tf we're not careful this thing will biow up and get too com-: 
plicated and then we'll have to postpone it.: Jean, I brought 
you a present—just in case you said yes. I was going to give 
it to you tonight at dinner, but, after our little talk today, 
I want to give you something now.” 

Joe reached over and kissed her and wiggled to get a 
small box from his jeans pocket. 

£6 A ring?” 

“Yep.” He grinned and opened the box. The marquise 
diamond sparkled blindingly in the sun. 

Jean’s eyes filled with tears. “Dammit, here I go again! 
Oh, Joe. I’ve never seen anything so lovely. Not ever, Joe. 
I love it... I love it. I've never owned a diamond before 
... not ever!” 

“['}] keep its partner until tomorrow,” he said as he slipped 
the diamond: on her- finger. : 

“Yes, until tomorrow, Joe. I can’t wait. All my fears and 
doubts are gone now. You're the best thing that ever hap- 
pened to me.” 

He snapped the case shut, replacing it in the pocket of 
the tight jeans, and kissed her soundly, 
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Chapter Seventy-Three 


The midday July sun emblazoned the becalmed lake in a 
golden fire which blistered them. Joe put on his shirt and 
swore at the humidity that folded the heat around them like 
a wool blanket. Yet they were not ready to turn loose of 
the quiet morning, sensing that it would be the last one for 
a long while. It was perfect moment, breathless, hushed. 
Even the birds were still, as-if nature stood back and bowed 
in courtly manner, observing a moment of quiet in their 
honor. The air was motionless, the water like glass. 

“Your face is burning, honey. Let me take my bearings 
here and see if we can head back home.” He stood up, look- 
ing eastward, circling the distant horizon to the north. 

“This is a helluva big pond of water! I can’t see our bluff. 
I think we’re southeast of it.” He turned east and followed 
the faint tree line southward to the nearby dam, protected 
from violation by a buoyed rope, arching around the water 
near it. “Where’s that chart of Toledo Bend?” He lowered 
the glasses. 

“Here.” Jean handed him a vinyl case. 

He sat down and unfolded the chart. “Okay, we're right 
here, and we need to go up to here.” He traced a line north- 
eastward. 

Jean looked around them. “I’m about to melt. Where did 
the breeze go, for heaven’s sake?” 
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“Gathering energy. I told you there’d be a storm later 
today.” ; 

“Joe the weatherman.” 

“Of course!” 

“We're the only people out, except for those water-skiers 
over yonder.” : 

“Yep. All the other fisherfolk have enough sense to be sit- 
ting under a shade tree now!” 

“Good ol dumb us’ns! Hey, things are moving by us on 
the water now.” 

Joe looked toward the dam. “Generating power. Look, 
honey, the overflow gates are up, too. Been a lot of rain 
lately?” 

“Ves, Not so bad here, but lots up around Dallas.” She 
took the binoculars, observed the dam, then swept the hori- 
zon from south to north. 

“Joe! What in the world is that?” 

“T et’s see.” He took the glasses and directed them to where 
she pointed. There in the northwest the still air was filled 
from the shore to the sky with tiny black dots that seemed 
to be floating in midair toward their boat. But there was no 
wind. 

‘As the black bits drew nearer they increased in number 
and in size and they made their own breeze with tiny 
rhythmical wings that gave the sound of a rush of wind as 
the birds passed overhead. Close behind them came drifting 
gray clouds, and it seemed as though the laboring birds were 
towing them. The sound gradually lessened as the cinders 
faded into the southeastern horizon. 

With arms about each other Jean and Joe stood and 
watched in awe, wondering how so many birds came to form 
the odd flock, and where they were going in such sinister si- 
lence. Joe rubbed the knuckles of his left hand, a worried 
expression on his face. He turned toward the southwest. 
There a black thunderhead rolled out, covering the sky in 
the distance like air-puffed silk billowing and bumping itself 
in their direction. 

“We better get the hell out of here. Damn, I should have 
read the signs better!” He started pulling in the anchor line, 
muttering, “Wish I'd tied on the big anchor. Hell! Who 
would have thought we’d need it on a freshwater lake? But 
I should have known, dammit!” He yelled to Jean. “Secure 
the tackle, honey!” 

She had already done so and was leaning hard against the 
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side of the boat to keep balance in the sudden wind that hit 
as she removed the corks and reeled up the lines, engaging 
the hooks into the top eye of each rod to secure it. She placed 
them in the side wells and started pulling in the stringer 
and bait strainer. ; 

They were drifting sideways quickly. 

Joe switched on the engine, “Sit down, honey, and put on 
your jacket!” 

Jean slipped the orange-and-white preserver over her arm 
and held on to the side of the boat. There was a mean chop 
to the water, and they bounced like a cork in the already 
howling wind. 

“My Lord! This came up fast!” , 

“Hell, all the signs were there! I just wasn’t paying any 
attention to my job. Hang on, honey! I’m going to make a 
run for that tree line in the middle up yonder—must have 
been a high bluff once. If we can lodge in the tree tops and 
anchor maybe we'll be able to wait it out. Boy, are we going 
to get wet!” 

The launch rumbled forward quickly, lifting in the water, 
as they raced toward the trees. Joe whipped the boat right 
and left, dodging logs that floated half-submerged and were 
impossible to see until they were right in front of them. 

“Joe, can’t we head to shore?” 

“Too far away, honey. We’d never make it. We'd never ‘get 
this big dude up to the dock in this wind, the way most of 
these freshwater marinas are designed. They’re not made for 
this kind of boat.” 

The wind: began to gust, and rain fell in cascades. “It’s 
a goddam squall!” His yell was barely audible above the 
wind and the racing motor. 

The speed of the boat and the size of the waves opposed 
each other, and the tall whitecaps collided with the hull, 
shuddering it and jarring the occupants as though they were 
hurtling down a corduroy logging road at sixty miles an hour. 

The only way Joe could approach the island of treetops in 
the middle of the big water was to come in at a dangerous 
angle to the wind. . 

But he turned the wheel too hard, and the big engine 
lobbed, and the boat spun around so that water was displaced 
and the props drew in air, over-revving the engine. Joe jerked 
the throttle back angrily; it sputtered and died. He cursed the 
boat and brought the motor to life mightily, turning the boat 
slowly, and headed into the blustering, blinding wind. 
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Jean saw the funnel before he did; a scream stifled itself 
in her throat before it could be uttered. The whirling pillar 
swooped down ahead of them and vacuumed big globs of 
water into its vacant innards. 

Joe tried to turn back and run ahead of it, but it caught 
the launch broadside. Tumbling the boat like a toy top, the 
wave lifted and twirled it ahead, skimming it along, lifting it 
playfully and slapping it back down unmercifully. 

When he surfaced Joe found himself dodging logs and 
debris that dashed at him in the churning wake of the funnel. 
Between gulps of air, he tried to stay on the surface but 
was downed again and again in sucking whirlpools and giant 
waves. He tried to call Jean’s name, to scream for an answer 
from her, but his voice was muted in the shrieking chaos. 
Still he cried out, yelled and struggled, his only thoughts on 
Jean; but he was a silent ant lost in a mighty sea. Joe felt 
himself being pulled along by the storm’s wake, and he 
started swimming blindly against the pull of the heavy waters, 
while trying to dodge the incoming debris which had the 
potential to knock him out—the least damage he would re- 
ceive from one of the whipping logs. 

Finally he was free of the pressure. He tried to climb on 
top of the water, to lift himself above the white foam, but 
he couldn’t see above the tops of the thundering waves that 
crashed about him. The rain came down in a solid torrent 
of water, and it was hard to tell the surface of the lake from 
the falling cataract. Above the tumult-he could now hear his 
own gasping cries broken with desperate sobs. | 

“Jean! Jean! Jean!” He thrashed and screamed until he was 
hoarse, and still his only answer was the wind. 

He began to tire. He kicked off his shoes and struggled 
out of his shirt. A pine log came sweeping down on him, and 
instead of ducking from it he grabbed hold and felt himself 
surged away by the swift thrust of the water. The bark tore 
at his flesh as he clawed to keep his grip. Finally he was able 
to get his arms halfway across the top. He rested his head 
against the rough bark and allowed himself to rise and fall, 
swirl and eddy with the log carrying him urgently along. 
His eyes shut against the awareness of the size of the lake and 
of the storm. 

“Oh, God! Help her! Help Jean! Please don’t take her 
away from us! God, hear me now! Help her!” The pleas 
continued until his brain ceased functioning and all he was 
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aware of was clinging instinctively to the scabrous wooden 
bullet ricocheting him about in every direction. 

When he came to himself the rain had lessened and the 
sky was growing lighter; the blackness receded in the distance. 
He took a deep breath and hauled himself up on the log, 
then gradually pulled himself into a sitting position. . He 
shook his head to: clear it and squinted his water-reddened 
eyes to search again for Jean. Nothing. Not anything that 
could be distinguished as a human being. Just flotsam. Junk, 
floating half-submerged. The lake seemed to be covered with 
debris—shingles, boxes, boards, chests, life preservers. Jean’s 
life jacket had been over only one arm—she’d probably lost 
it falling out of the boat. Still, there was a chance. He looked 
around, holding on with one hand. The other he folded like a 
telescope to concentrate his vision. There was an orange- 
and-white thing—way out there, moving toward the dam. His 
preservers were white-and-orange—phosphorescent-striped to 
glow in the dark! He looked harder, but he couldn’t see if it 
was more than an orange-and-white blob. He could make out 
that no head rose above, but what if she was merely using it 
to cling to and swim along?—you couldn't really swim 
wearing a life jacket. 

Without thinking he was in the water again swimming 
toward the orange speck in the dying sea, which had begun to 
calm as quickly as it had boiled earlier. Hs eyes glued their 
line of reconnaissance to the orange jacket. God, it was.a long 
way off. He tired but swam harder and harder. The jacket 
seemed to be moving away rather than getting closer. His 
arms lifted themselves one over the other in slow motion as 
he tried to catch the thing. He gave up and cupped his hands 
to yell at the object. 

He heard an answering voice, high-pitched, barely 
audible above the wind. He kept calling and swimming until 
he reached her. 

Joe was crying and gasping and calling even as he pulled 
her into his arms. “Jean! Oh, God, Jean!” 

The salt from Jean’s tears was on his lips as he kissed her 
face over and over. “I thought-I’d lost you! I thought I’d lost 
you!” ’ 

She was unable to answer; she tried, but her teeth merely 
chattered and her sobs broke through. The only way to 
express her joy was to pat his face and wail, 

“It's okay, Jeanie. Everything is fine now. We're going to 
be okay, baby.” 
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She nodded and wiped her eyes with wet fingers. The 
ridiculous gesture brought a roll of relieved laughter, and 
they hysterically held onto each other. 

“Joe, darling. Thank God you're all right. When the boat 
capsized I heard you call, and I answered but you couldn't 
hear me. Finally your voice faded and I thought you'd ... 
I thought ... ” Her eyes finished the sentence. 

“Well, I didn’t and you didn’t and we're going to-be fine.” 
He kissed her happily. “Where’s your jacket? Let’s get it on 
you. I don’t want to lose you again, gall” 

“I was holding it. I couldn’t swim with it on. Where did 
it go?” 

Joe looked around and saw the orange-and-white object 
bobbing away from them, already a hundred yards off 
and gaining speed. With a quick panic he noticed that they 
too had been drifting closer to the concrete obstruction 
of the dam. They could hear the water churn into the spillway. 

“We're in the overflow current! Swim, Jean! Swim!” 

She struck out swimming ahead of him. : 

Joe swam up beside her. He kept glancing back at the 
dam. They weren’t making much headway. 

Jean’s breath was coming in deep gasps, and her lips were 
blue. “Joe, I can’t... Pm moving... as fast... as I 
can.” 

“Honey, we've got to! I know you're tired, but—” 

“Joe, honey. . . you move on ahead. . . I'll catch you 
... when I get. my wind.” 

“No! You couldn’t, hon! Let me sort of help you along!” 

“No! You're just as tired as I am.” 

“I’m not leaving you, Jean!” He removed his belt and 
treaded water, trying to figure a way to use it to pull her. 
“Your shoes still on?” 

Yes,” 

As Jean wiggled out of her shoes and jeans, Joe grabbed 
her waist to keep her from sinking as she struggled. She was 
finally free of them. 

“Let’s go,” he yelled, looking up at the dam less than a 
thousand yards away. He felt the water pushing them closer to 
the wide overflow opening between the rip-rapped area of the 
dam and the main part. But they were too far from the rocks 
or from the rope around the portion of the dam where the 
underwater gates used to generate electricity were positioned. 
To try to swim to the side was impossible for another reason, 
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too, for sucking whirlpools formed: where the edges of the 
current hit the rip-rap to their left and the concrete dam to 
the right. The only slim hope was upstream against the 
oncoming tide with its flotilla of hazards to avoid. Every 
second they were being pulled closer to the center of the 
flow. : : 

Joe pushed Jean ahead of him, and they started swimming. 
As he glanced to the rear, it seemed they weren’t moving at 
all; then the dam began to recede a little behind them and the 
current was a little less, making the going easier. When he 
thought they were clear he guided’ their direction toward the 
eastern shore, which seemed closer—if he rememberd the 
chart correctly. ‘ 

Jean began to lag behind, and soon her arms barely 
splashed against the water. She gasped, “Go on ahead! 
-.. Tl catch up... Ill catch up...” t 

He turned. Her face was in an agonized contortion. 
“Your back, honey?” he asked. 

She didn’t answer but attempted to roll over and float. A cry 
escaped, and he saw her slip beneath the dark water before 
he could catch her. He grabbed for her but missed. He 
grabbed again and got her hair, yanking her to the surface. 
She was unconscicus—she couldn’t be drowned! Not that 
quick! No! He shook her and cradled her in his arms, 
screaming her name; he held her head back and tried mouth- 
to-mouth resuscitation. After what seemed an eternity he felt 
her move, and her eyes flickered open. 

“Goddam, you're alive! God, I ain’t gonna make it! If 
the snakes don’t get us and we don’t drown, then you’re 
going to scare me to death!” 

She saw him and moved, but the pain hit her again and 
she yanked his arm. “Joe!” Her face fell against his. “Rest 
6 ooAKEES 5 a 

“Here, Jean, lean back. I'll help you float, honey. Relax 
your muscles.” ; 

She nodded and lay back with his arm to support her. Her 
eyes shut, and her loosened hair floated about her face. Joe 
found himself guiltily examining her in the dimming light— 
his gentle beauty. His Jean. But her lips were turning a 
deep purple, her face was an. alabaster white, and there was 
a delicate shading around her eyes that warned him. Why 
did it have to be so cold in July? He looked around, 
frustrated, angry, helpless. 
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Her voice was a whisper. “Joe? Maybe I can swim again 
now. Let’s try.” 

“Don’t you want to rest a little bit more?” 

“I'd like to try to reach shore before dark. I don’t think I 
can make it out here until morning . . . and I’m afraid of 
snakes.” 

“Hell, a snake’d come by now I'd eat the s.o.b.!” 

She smiled. “You would, too... and I might help 
you. Lord, I’m hungry.” 

He looked up. Darkness was moving in from the east. The 
clouds were bringing night earlier than it would’ve come, 
but maybe the clouds would blow off and the sky would 
clear. The wind seemed to be shifting directions. They'd 
need that damn moon! He glanced toward the dam. Near as 
he could tell the gates were shut now—but where were all the 
logs? Shore was still a helluva long way. Jean could never 
make it, and he knew he was getting weaker. Even at a slow 
stroke he didn’t feel he could pull both of them in that 
far. 

“Joe! Listen!” 

A sound wafted between gusts of the wind. He turned 
toward the northeast, and what appeared to be a helicopter 
was coming over the distant horizon. They watched as it 
grew in size, and they began to wave and yell. But it swerved 
westward and then veered north. ‘ 

Joe’s expression was one of disbelief. “Jeanie, they’ve found 
the wreckage of the boat. Remember, the storm pushed it up 
that way. They'll search there, probably all night.” He 
clenched his teeth and wanted to strike out at something, 
but there was nothing to hit but water. 

“No! They'll start widening their circle and eventually find 
1? 

“That looked like an Army helicoptor. It must be out 
of Fort Polk.” 

“Sure! ‘Cause you're a senator! Joe, they'll find us soon!” 

“God, if they’ve called out the Army there’ll be reporters 
crawling all over the lake!” 

“Oh, no! But I guess we shouldn’t care, as long as we get 
out of here! Do you think they'll find us soon?” 

“Ah, I’m sure they'll find us by morning, honey. Those 
dudes have big spotlights on them.” 

“T hope so.” 

“How’s your back, hon?” 

“T can stay up until they get here.” 
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“Let’s try to move on toward shore. If those clouds don’t : 
dissipate, well, it’s going to be blacker’n a pit out here. Try 
not to be frightened. Keep the lights to your left.” 

“Joe? You don’t think we should swim toward the iights?” 

“If it weren’t so far I’d say yes, but honey, that’s a good 
five miles up there. Look—that another chopper?” 

The water grew calmer and the darkness closed over them, 
dulling all other sounds except the wind, the splash of water 
as they trundled through it, and the deep rattling inhalations 
of Jean’s breath. 

“Jean? Are you asthmatic?” 

“Never till now... but...I am having ... dif- 
ficulty . . . but Pll get there.” 

“Stop, honey. I think you’re hyperventilating.” 

“No... got to keep...” 

He grabbed her, but she struggled. “Got to keep ... going 
5 6 5 Akos? 

“No, honey ... no... you've had it. We're going. to 
rest now. I’m tired, too.” He held her close, and Jean laid 
her head against his. 

He could hear the rattle from her chest as she breathed 
and her whole body fought to inhale air. The muscles of her 
back in rebellion were like stones against his hands. : 

Joe looked hopelessly at the searchlights to the north and 
at a few scattered cabin lights to the east where they were 
headed. The land seemed much closer now, but still too far 
for Jean. Too far... 

Again he looked to the spotlights sweeping the water far 
away. There were several of them, flying a circular formation 
and on the surface were the lights of many boats. But they’d 
never get down this far if they searched in concurrent circles 
all night. 
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Chapter Seventy-Four 


The phones rang incessantly in the auxiliary office. Clayton 
stood by while a volunteer tried to call Joe’s boat. 

“Will the launch Emilie Devereaux please come in? We 
‘don’t know your call letters but you all know your name. 
You all come in, you hear?” The man tried repeatedly on 
every channel available to him. 

A voice broke in, but it was a game warden. “How many 
people you looking for?” 

“Two so far, but there’s bound to be others got caught in 
that twister. We got a call out to all our volunteers and the 
state police and the sheriff’s office and the CAP now. Can't 
think of nobody else, can you?” 

“Naw, not less’n we find out it’s real bad and we can get 
the Army helicopters on the job. You need us to help search?” 

“We don’t hear from this feller soon we gonna start a 
boat search. You all mighty welcome to help. This man’s 
father here don’t have no idee which part of the lake they’d’ve 
been in. We calling all the marinas now to make sure they 
ain’t tied up at one of them, before we start looking.” 

“Just a minute. Hold on. ... Yeah... . We getting all kinds 
of phone calls up here, too, about fishermen missing. We better 
see about getting some real help. Nobody’s gonna last long in 
them big waves.” 

“Army wouldn’t hardly come on short notice unless it was 
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the President out there missing. We better not count on 
helicopters before morning.” | 

“Did you phone the radio stations for folks with boats to 
help out?” , 

“Sure did! What you think we all about, anyway?” 

“What kinda boat this man of yours driving?” — : 

“Big one. Thirty-five-footer. Name on the side of Emilie 
Devereaux.” 

“Damn! That one oughta weather just about any storm. 
It’s them little fourteen-foot flat-bottoms I’m worried about. 
I tell you, ain’t much use wasting your time looking for that 
one. Up in places like Sandy Crik is the place to search for 
survivors.” 

“You think that big one’s okay, then?” 

“Oh, yeah. Besides, if they out in that big water chop, 
which is about the only place one that size could be, we ain't 
got but a couple of boats on this whole damn lake big enough 
to get out there till this settles down.” 

“Yeah, uh, just a minute here... .” 

Clayton tried to ask about the helicopters, but no one 
seemed to want to listen. Finally he cornered the man calling 
on the phone. 

“You called all the marinas yet?” 

“Yep. They ain’t been seen nowhere.” 

Determinedly Clayton walked to the man jawing on the 
radio and put his hand over the mike. “My son is missing, 
and if you don’t have the boats to search, get those helicop- 
ters over here!” 

“Well, I'll try. But I can tell you it almost takes a national 
emergency or an act of Congress to cut through the Army’s 
red tape.” : 

“Act of Congress! Well, my son is a United States senator! 
Does that carry any weight?” 

“United States senator! You mean the one out there on 
this lake is a United States senator?” 

“That’s exactly what I mean.” 

“Well, I be goddam! Why didn’t you say so? What’s his 
name?” 

Clayton clenched his fists angrily. “Senator Joseph 
Devereaux! Please get on that goddam horn and get him 
some help out there!” 

“Sure thing!” The voice cracked over the radio. “Atten- 
tion! We got a U.S. senator lost out there by the name of 
Joseph Devereaux from Texas.” He looked at Clayton. “You 
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mean the Senator Devereaux is your son and he’s the one 
out there on the lake?” 

“Oh my God!” Clayton raised his face to Jook at the 
ceiling. 

“Yes, sir! We moving now!” 

The elder Devereaux turned away and jammed his hands 
into his pockets. He paced the floor. The clangor of phones 
and the increasing traffic on the radio cut through to his bare 
nerves; and all he could do was prod the men. Otherwise he 
was helpless to assist Joe. 

_ The room quickly filled with people, including reporters, 
who shouted and asked one another questions no one could 
answer. Clayton found himself pushed against the wall, 
where he stood and glared at all of them. Finally it was 
determined that the helicopters would come, and he sighed. 

“Thank God!” 

His relief disappeared when the room grew hushed as a 
voice called above the static: “This is Coast Guard Auxil- 
jary Launch 3. We found the wreckage of that launch 
Emilie Devereaux about nine miles north of the dam. Sorry. 
No one anywhere around it. Couple life jackets and an ice 
chest is all we found floating near it. It’s tore up pretty bad. 
We'll start dragging here. Don’t reckon we'll need them 
helicopters no more.” 

Clayton slumped against the wall for a moment. But he 
moved forward as he heard again in his mind the man’s 
words. He cornered the Coast Guard officer who had come 
to assist. 

“Tieutenant, don’t call off the helicopters! There’s no 
telling where in that lake they might be! If they have their 


jackets on they could be floating anywhere out there. In a © 


wind like that all kinds of things happen.” 

“I’m sorry, Mr. Devereaux. But you should adjust to the 
possibility that: your son may be lost.” 

“He may be, but unless you use those copters and look 
until we know something, how’re you going to answer to 
people? How is if going to look to these reporters?” 

The young officer glanced around uneasily. “I didn’t say 
we were going to call off the search. We'll do everything we 
can, as long as there’s any chance. Mr. Devereaux, one thing 
we're going to have to do is set up a command post some- 
where else. This place is not big enough. The owner of Bass 
Hollow Marina has offered us his restaurant, and I’ve got 
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a crew setting up radio equipment now. Would you like to 
accompany me there?” 

It finally dawned on the clamoring reporters who Clayton 
was, and where before he had been pushed into the back- 
ground, now he was the center of their hungry attention. 

The lieutenant took the lead. “Let us through, gentlemen. 
Please let us through.” 

“Mr. Devereaux! Was the senator alone in the boat?” 

“No. He wasn’t alone.” 

“Who was with him?” 

“Mrs. Jean. Iversen.” 

At that there was a fighting scramble for the phones. 
Clayton and the Lieutenant slipped away to the dark-blue 
official car parked outside. 

“On the way to the marina I'd appreciate it if you'd take 
a little detour by our cabin. I want to break the news to my 
wife before one of these reporters does it first,” Clayton said. 

“I'd be happy to. Just tell me where to turn.” ; 

Mary and the children ran out onto the porch as the car 
drove up. 

“You people had a taste of the storm up here, too, I see.” 

“Yes, we did. Please get out with me, lieutenant. Maybe 
you can help me calm my wife. The two little boys are Jean’s. 
That’s my son’s fiancée who is on the . . . who is out there 
with him. The little girl is Joe’s.” 

They reached the porch. “Mary, this is Lieutenant Davis 
with the Coast Guard.-He’s in charge of the Coast Guard 
people assigned to Toledo Bend. He’s spearheading the 
search.” 

“Quit stalling, Clayton. Tell me.” 

He looked at the boys, who huddled together by the 
hammock. : 

“Karl, you and Freddie take the baby in, and you all get 
you a soda water.” 

Mary turned her head and began to cry softly. Clayton 
put his arm around her and reassured the hesitant children 
with a wink and a wave of the hand, “Run on, now.” 

“Clayton, are the dead?” 

“Mary, I just don’t know. I just don’t know, darling. They 
found the boat. It was wrecked by the storm, but they 
Wweren’t in it.” 

“Life jackets?” 

“There were some, but we don’t know how many there . 
were on board.” 
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She broke down and sobbed against his chest. “Oh... 
‘Joe . . . Joe! Oh, God . . . how unfair. All these little 
children.” . 

“Mary, get hold of yourself, darling. Please.” 

The lieutenant stepped up, trying awkwardly to help. 
“Mrs. Devereaux, it’s been my experience in rescue work 
that we always save more than we lose. I know it looks bad 
now, but you can’t give up hope.” 

“Thank you. I know... 1 know. I’m just so worried. 
Joe is such a good man .. . and so many terrible things 
have happened to him.” She began to cry again. “They were 
going to be married tomorrow. Those poor little children...” 

‘Honey, I can’t leave you alone here. Lieutenant, is there 
someplace ‘at the marina, someplace private where they could 
go and wait with me?” 

_ No, Clayton. You go ahead. These children would be all 

confused. They’re already having a hard enough time. Call 
the other boys when you get to the phone. Maybe they can 
come.” 

“Honey, I can’t leave you here.” 

“Tl be all right. The children will keep me busy, keep my 
mind off it.” 

‘I'll see if I can get a deputy to come down and keep an 
eye on things around here. Mary, they’re going to get heli- 
copters in here right away, and they'll find them quickly.” 

“Clayton... oh, Clayton! Help me be strong! Help 
me!” 

“Mary, it’s killing me inside, too.” 

They cried softly together. Lieutenant Davis backed down 
the steps and waited by the car. He could see the flotilla of 
boats converging on the wreck site even though it was miles 
away; dozens of boats speeding in that direction. 
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Chapter Seventy-Five 


Joe was startled awake. He had been dreaming. His right 
arm was stiff where it still supported Jean. He heard a mur- 
mur from her but couldn’t make out what she said. Then 
he realized that his left hand was resting on a limb protrud- 
ing from a log. When he’d found it he couldn’t remember. 
His mind played crazy tricks. He looked about and the 
shore lights were much closer. He could just barely make 
out the cabin windows shining cheerfully. 

They had been drifting to shore. The west wind was still 
holding, and they had been drifting shoreward! Of course. 
Of course! Why, hell yes! He heard Jean whisper again and 
listened carefully to hear. 

Her voice was almost inaudible and hoarse. “I shall not 
die . . . I shall not die . . . but live . . . reflect the works 
of the Lord . . . shall not die...” 

Joe laughed and cried at the same time, turning his face 
skyward, and there he spotted the moon as it stood silently 
guarding the sky. Thinning dark clouds moved across its face, 
and he could see stars to the west. He shouted. 

“Oh, hell yes! I shall not die! But live!” 

Jean jerked up from her troubled rest. “Joe?” 

“It’s all right, honey! It’s all right. Look—we’re drifting 
into shore, and here’s a log. I don’t remember grabbing it, 
but it’s been taking us to shore for I don’t know how long 
now. I have no idea what time it is.” 
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“Thank God. I’d just about given up. How long do you 
think it will take for this luxury liner to get us there?” 

“Who cares? We’re gonna make it, baby!” 

“Glad to hear it.” 

“How’re you feeling?” 

“Great—under the circumstances. No pain. Guess it’s all 
numb.” 

He squeezed her and laughed, looking up at the moon. 
“Ain’t that pretty, Jean?” 

“Oh, yes. It is. I prayed, Joe.” 

“I know. I heard you.’ 

“Joe, I believe in God. I really do.” 

He paused a minute and thought of the west wind. He 
looked at the moon. He patted the log. “So do I, honey. By 
God, so do I.” 

“Joe! Those chopper lights are coming closer! I don’t 
guess they could hear us yell, could they?” 

“No way. But we'll be here when they get this far. In any 
case, it will be light eventually. The night can’t last forever!” 

“I like that. The night can’t Jast forever. A while ago I 
thought the night had overwhelmed me. I thought I was on 
the verge of dying.” 

- “Me too.” He hugged her. “Me too, darling.” 


' The moon was gone, the stars were fading as a crawling 
gray dawn came with a clammy haze. Jean shivered. 

“You okay, Jeanie?” All Joe could make out of her was 
the shape of her head and the bright hopeful silver streak 
that shone faintly. 

She leaned toward him and kissed him. “Good morning, 
darling.” 

“Yes it is. A very good morning.” 

“We're still in the world. That’s good enough for me.” 

“Right! We ain’t licked until we say so, and we ain’t saying 
So, are we, gal!” 

“Been a long time since I woke up with you in the morn- 
ing.” 

“Much, much too long. We'll rectify that as soon as pos- 
sible. You still going to marry me today?” 

“Buy me a sixteen-course dinner first?” 

“Deal. oF 

She laughed and lay her head back in “the water, looking 
at the sky. The mist which had hung over the silent water 
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had begun to dispel. She whispered to him, her voice filled 
with awe. 

“Joe, look up.” 

He lay back and watched as the sky slowly filled with 
color and promise brought on by a fresh easterly breeze; and 
the voice of the. morning’s silver water murmured a rip- 
pling chorus of hope and joy. They looked at each other and 
smiled. 

He heard a dull throbbing noise like a headache. At first 
he thought it was the pain in his head banging noisily. But 
Jean’s sudden movement splashed water in his face. “Joe! 
Over there!” 

He jerked his head around through the dawn and looked 
up into the open bowels of a helicopter hovering in close be- 
hind them, the glare of its spotlight dimmed by the expanding 
light of early morning. 

A loudspeaker bellowed. “Nice day for a swim, Senator?” 

Jean and Joe threw back their heads and laughed and 
waved hysterically at the young crew who crouched at the 
Open door. 

“You want to come up for a cup of coffee?” 

“Sounds like a winner to me, boy!” 

Joe’s shout was faint above the whipping of the blades, 
but it was heard and the message passed. Joe saw them 
laugh, and he spotted a photographer in fatigues, who 
snapped away at them. The sling was being lowered from 
the open door when the sound of a power launch intervened. 

The amplified voice said, “Here comes a Louisiana Fish 
and Game boat. You been fishing without a license, Senator?” 

Joe watched the large gray launch come into view as 
though it were running a race. It came around the end of 
the log and caused a fierce wash that dunked them both and 
sent the log rolling over them. 

“Jean! Jean!” He spied her head popping out of the water 
and grabbed her. “You okay, honey?” 

“Yes! Wooh! Too many rescuers spoil the soup, I think!” 

There was an argument between the copter and the boat 
as to who would rescue the senator. Meantime a small Coast 
Guard launch bore down on them. 

“Hell, boys! Make up your mind before we drown in this 
sea you all are churning up!” 

The helicopter voice said, “We'll stand by while Louisiana 
Tescues you. We got pictures to prove the Army got here 
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first. They'll take you to shore in Louisiana and we'll pick 
you up there and fly you back to. Texas.” 

“Great!” Joe smiled and gave a peace sign, which was re- 
turned with laughter. - 

The launch lowered a ladder and Joe boosted Jean onto it. 
She was barely able to hang on, and two uniformed game 
wardens hauled her aboard. Joe found he needed help too, 
and it embarrassed him to know the young photographer 
snapped him having to be assisted into the boat. 

Jean hugged Joe tightly when he plopped down. Her teeth 
chattered loudly in the morning air. A couple of blankets 
were thrown around them, and Jean tried to say thank you 
but ber clanking teeth altered the indistinguishable sound. 

“Glad we found you in time. There were others that wasn’t 
so lucky in that storm yestiddy.” 

Jean opened her mouth, horrified. It hadn't ¢ even dawned 
on her that anyone else might be in trouble from the storm. 

“Yes, ma’am.” He started to give her gory details, but Joe 
interrupted. “Not now, if you don’t mind. She’s had about 
all she can take now.” 

The man nodded. “Sorry.” He motioned to the other war- 
den, who got the boat underway. 

Jean hung her head and looked at her palms. They were 
wrinkled and withered from the eighteen-hour soaking they’d 
had. Joe showed her his and she nodded. She turned his hand 
over to observe the top, and in so doing revealed the diamond 
twinkling on her finger. 

She smiled. “It got a good washing, I guess. Joe, we have 
a lot to be grateful for. We're alive. And we have a won- 
derful future ahead of us.’ 

“Yes.” He took her hand and kissed it, and the ring. 
“Hey! I just remembered, I’ve got to check something!” 
He straightened his leg and dug into the pocket of his jeans. 
The white velvet case dripped when he opened it, and there 
it was, as pretty as ever, its diamonds winking and blinking 
in the very new sun topping the trees. 

He took it from the case, removed the engagement ring 
for a moment, and put the wedding ring on her finger. He 
replaced the larger diamond. 

“Jean, I finally know what you meant, about the true sub- 
stance of marriage. Remember? A long time ago. It’s not a 
license, or a ceremony. We'll make it legal, and stake every- 
thing on it, telling the world here we are. But our real 
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marriage took place the first time my heart leaped at the 
sight of you. And those are the ties that. can’t ever be broken, 
by anything. You gave your love to me, and it was a sacred 
vow I couldn’t understand. Finally, though, I do. Jeanie, with 
this ring, I pledge -thee my troth with all the love that is 
mine to give, forever.” 

Jean smiled through her tears. “I’ll tell our grandchildren 
that we were married in a speedboat.” 

Joe kissed her while they jarred along. He looked up then 
to see the game. warden grinning at them. ’ 

“Did I just witness a wedding for you, Senator Deve- 
reaux?” 

“That you did. That you surely did!” 

“Well, I reckon you can say your union was blessed with 
water, baptism or something.” 

“Yep, I guess we've been tried by fire and now water, 
haven’t we, Jeanie?” 

“I think there was lots Of witnesses.” The warden mo- 
tioned to the boatload of cameramen that was right alongside 
and which Joe noticed for the first time. 

“They’re gonna ask me what you all said. You want me 
to tell °em?” 

“You tell them any damn thing you want to—including 
that there’ll be a church wedding as soon as we can get it 
together. And I tell you what—if you could manage to hold 
them back while we make a run for the helicopter, I’d ap- 
preciate it.” 

“We might could do that. We'll try. You hear, George?” 

Joe turned back to her, to his lovely Jean. She was pale 
and tired, her eyes were circled with shadows, but she was 
still the most beautiful girl in the world to him. She smiled 
that very special Jeanie smile and her eyes laughed a world 
of love into his. 

“We've both paid a high price to reach this point, haven't 
we, Jean?” 

She smiled and nodded and laid her head upon his shoul- 
der as the boat began an inward curve toward the sheltered 
dock, with the camera boat speeding along beside. 

‘When the launch was secured, they pulled the blankets 
they’d huddled under around them and Joe leaped to the 
dock, reaching across for Jean’s hand. They embraced a mo- 
ment, then worked their way to the end of the wooden pier 
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and onto the concrete Jaunching ramp, oblivious to the 
shouts and cheers and cameras and questions. 

Their arms supported each other, and her insignificant 
limp grew less as they walked barefoot up the ribbon of sun- 
light patterned in the wet pavement. 
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